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Let us look at the laws in relation to illicit drugs.  
We all know that people use many substances which are harmful.  Some substances are illicit. That means against the law. Others are licit. That means there use is lawful. The use of some substances can amount to an addiction or psychological dependence. A person will feel the need to use the substance in order to function effectively, or to achieve emotional satisfaction.

There are people who have addictions which are lawful. For instance there are chocolate junkies, caffeine addicts, nicotine addicts, alcoholics, gamblers and gym junkies.  In respect of all of these persons they could be said to have an addiction.  However that addiction is not illegal.  The position is very different in relation to illicit drugs.  

Western Australia, like all other states has laws relating to illicit drugs.  The four main categories of offences are:

1. Use,
2. Possession,
3. Cultivation, and
4. Trafficking.
The use of illicit drugs is, in itself, obviously criminal. However the use of such drugs may lead to other illegal activities. For instance a person may need to commit crimes in order to support their drug use. This is particularly so where a person is likely to suffer severe withdrawal symptoms if they don’t feed their addiction. 

Withdrawal symptoms take place where a person is addicted to a drug and stops its use abruptly. In such a situation the person will experience physical symptoms as their body readjusts to functioning without the drug. These symptoms can be, and often are, very painful. In order to avoid painful withdrawals a person may resort to theft violence or prostitution. Those forced into the sex industry are often subject to moral condemnation. Ironically, often from the persons who most often use their services.
Throughout the world drug use has long been recognised as a significant problem.  Most countries in the Western World entered into a convention in 1961, to agree on how to combat the problem. It was agreed that a two prong attack was needed. Firstly, each country agreed to provide mutual cooperation to other countries in combating drug use. Secondly, each country undertook to make it a criminal offence to supply, manufacture, cultivate, distribute or to be in possession of illicit drugs. Our State and Commonwealth legislation reflects our commitment to this international convention.  

For instance, our Customs Act (a Commonwealth Act) makes special provisions with respect to drugs.  A person is guilty of an offence under the Customs Act should he:

· without reasonable excuse have in his possession on board a ship or aircraft any prohibited drug,
· without reasonable excuse bring, or attempts to bring, or causes to be brought, any prohibited drug into the country,
· has without reasonable excuse in his possession or attempts to obtain possession of any prohibited imports,
· without reasonable excuse conveys or attempts to convey any prohibited drug,
· without reasonable excuse has in his possession or attempts to obtain possession of, any prohibited drug,
· conspires with another to import prohibited drugs,
· fails to disclose to an officer on demand any knowledge in his possession concerning any offence dealing with the importation intended importation, or bringing or intended bringing, into Australia of any prohibited drugs.

Different considerations come into play when a person is charged with a drug offence as apposed to any other offence.  Their addiction or dependency on drugs may be a relevant factor to be taken into account when sentencing.  Depending upon the level of addiction a persons drug use may have an impact upon their capacity to enter a plea to the charge.  A person charged with a serious offence in relation to drugs may take steps to reduce their probable sentence.  In particular, sentencing discounts apply (there is a reduction in the sentence they would otherwise get) in circumstances where a person has:

1. co-operated with police by giving information helpful to them concerning other persons dealing or having possession of prohibited drugs,
2. pleaded guilty to the charges at the first available opportunity,
3. agreeing to give evidence for the Crown against a person charged as a result of the police completing their investigations.

By pleading guilty at the first reasonable opportunity in this State, a person may have their sentence reduced by between 20 to 35 percent. Although there has been at least one case where the discount has been as low as 10 percent. It is however usually more than that!
We are all probably aware of the upside in relation to drug use.  There is also the down side. It may lead to problems in relation to finance, accidents, work/school problems, family/relationship problems, sexual problems, and problems with the law.  It may also result in persons coming in contact with a dangerous element in our society.

Zero tolerance is an approach to policing drug use. It is associated with the belief that no activities associated with drug use should be tolerated. This approach sees the law as the main way of dealing with drug issues. Often at the expense of other approaches which acknowledges illegal drug use as being more complex than just a legal issue.

Harm minimisation is a more involved approach. It recognizes that certain sections of the community will not respond to zero tolerance. For them supply reduction, education and needle exchanges may offer a more practical solution.

Oscar Wilde, the adumbrate (Peter M that is for you to look up) of our tribe, said something clever just before he died. He said to curtains he did not like “one of us has to go!” and on that note I will say farewell. Wilde also said that homosexuality was “the love that dare not speak its name”.  We all know today that it is the love that won’t shut up. Happy pride!
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