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Introduction

In 2001, Portugal decriminalized the possession, use, as well as the acquisition of all psychoactive drugs in small quantities. The European Monitoring Center for Drugs and Drugs Addiction (EMCDDA) was put in charge of stabilizing the drug crisis in Portugal. Before this law was enacted, Portugal had the highest cases of HIV infections, drug overdose deaths, hepatitis infections, gun violence due to mugging, and incarceration rates (Virani, & Haines-Saah, 2020). Over 360 individuals died every year due to overdose, while 5,000 people were struggling with addiction. Today, Portugal has the lowest cases of drug abuse and new HIV infection rates as compared to other nations who wage war on drugs. Among adults in Portugal, there are only about 3 cases of overdose per 1 million people. Countries such as the Netherlands in the United Kingdom have 44.6 cases per 1 million, while Estonia has 126.8 cases per 1 million every year (Ballotta, & Hughes, 2016). This shows that the decriminalizing strategy has been effective in Portugal.

The United States currently suffers from the largest addiction epidemic in its history. According to a report given in 2016, over 64,000 people in America die from drug abuse in 2016 alone. This rate is higher than the death tolls in Afghanistan, Vietnam, and Iraq combined. According to the Center for Disease Control and Prevention, over 70,200 people in America died in 2017, most of which were from Kentucky, California, Maryland, North Carolina, and Louisiana (Whitelaw, 2017). Meanwhile, in Portugal, the rates of overdose deaths have reduced by over 80 percent from 2001. The rate of death and overdose cases is five times lower than the average rates in the E.U. and one-fiftieth of the U.S. The rates of HIV infection have also gone down from 104.2 cases per 1 million individuals to about 4.2 cases by 2015. The rates of drug use have decreased among people aged 15-24, which is the age when people are most likely to start using drugs.






Literature Review

Portugal was afflicted by ignorance. According to opened Panther (2015), the 40 years of authoritarian administration under Antonio Salazar's regime in the 1930s had made most institutions week. They suppressed education, making school drop-out at a very young age rampant. Salazar's regime intended to keep the Portuguese population docile. Thus people missed out on the mind-expanding cultures as well as experimentation as Portugal was closed to the outside world. During this time, owning a cigarette lighter was illegal unless one had a license, and brands such as Coca-Cola were banned from the country. According to opened Panther (2015), after Salazar’s regime abruptly ended in 1974 as a result of a coup, Portugal suddenly opened up to the outside world, and new markets were opened. When drugs such as cocaine, heroin, and marijuana started flooding the Portuguese cities, the nation was unprepared.

Panther (2015) outlined that in the 1990s, over 5,000 individuals addicted to various hard drugs roamed the streets of Portugal every day in search of a quick fix. Dirty syringes clogged most gutters, and gun violence was the order of the day. During these years, Portugal was carnage. Virani & Haines-Saah (2020) outlined that about 1% of the Portuguese population, including socialites, bankers, fishermen, miners, carpenters, and students were hooked on hard drugs such as heroin, cocaine, and marijuana (Panther, 2015). In the 1980s, Portugal was a prosperous country and particularly in Olhao, which was one of the largest fishing territories located 31 miles from the Spanish border in the west. More so, Portugal was becoming a tourist attraction nation, and thus money circulated across the southern Algarve region (Panther, 2015). However, ten years down the line, heroin started to wash up on the Olhao’s shores, making Algarve coast a drug-infested region with thousands of people battling the worst addiction every day.

According to Henriques, Silva, & Hsu (2018), the rates of HIV infection became very high because addicts used to share syringes all the time due to ignorance. More so, local pressed rained the alarm because of the high rates of death that happened daily because of a drug overdose. Hospitals became clogged as people rushed their loved ones for medical services on the verge of death. Casal Ventoso was the largest drug market across Europe, and when the government decided to destroy it, the government officials were working with drug addicts to demolish this neighborhood. People developed sores that were filled with maggots and had to lose their limbs as a result of the overdose. The government introduced harsh sentences and long jail times for drug peddlers and users, while campaigns against drugs became rampant (Henriques, Silva, & Hsu, 2018). By the end of the 1990s, more than half the individuals in prison were jailed because of drug-related reasons. This created a huge inmate population that was already addicted, and the situation became even worse. Portugal had to find a solution to this problem.

According to Hollersen (2013), in 2001, the government decided to decriminalize all kinds of illicit drugs, making Portugal the first county to take such radical steps towards dealing with drug consumption and possession for personal use. It is, however, important to note that the law did not legalize drugs as trafficking and drug producers are charged as criminals (Panther, 2015). Instead of arresting people caught possessing or using drugs, the government gave them a warning, fined them a small amount, or asked them to appear before local commissions made up of a lawyer, doctor, or a social worker who helped the addict through harm reduction, treatment, and other needed services. Surprisingly, Félix, Portugal, & Tavares (2017) outlined that the decriminalizing of the drugs changed the drug course in Portugal (Hollersen, 2013). The drug abuse crisis stabilized, and the years that followed saw dramatic drops in drug use.

The rates of hepatitis and HIV infections, deaths caused by overdose, incarceration, and crimes related to drugs have dropped drastically over the recent past. For instance, Whitelaw (2017) outlined that the HIV infection rate dropped from 104.2 cases per 1,000,000 in 2000 to about 4.2 cases per 1,000,000 by 2015. Currently, the rates of lethal highs such as bath salts and synthetic marijuana are considerably low. Most addicts in Portugal can access real drugs as compared to other addicts who can only access synthetic drugs, which are made using dangerous chemicals with deadly side effects. After the decriminalization of drugs, the government campaigned against stigmatizing addicted people. Before 2001, addicts were referred to as junkies and were highly stigmatized. According to Félix, Portugal, & Tavares (2017), with the campaigns conducted by social activists and medical specialists, addicts were argued to seek help and were referred to as people with drug disorders and not junkies. As a result, the decriminalizing law became very effective in Portugal.

Seminar Research Question about the Topic

To what percentage has the HIV and drug overdose rates reduced in Portugal?
Can the drug reduction in Portugal be attributed to the decriminalization law?
What makes the decriminalizing of drugs in Portugal very effective?
Is the same law applying to other nations such as the United States and Estonia?


Research Methodology

The study investigates the effectiveness of decriminalizing the possession, use, and acquisition of drugs for personal use in Portugal. The methodology applied in this paper includes a literature review and historical analysis. The data used was from various newspapers, reports, the Center for Disease Control and Prevention, World Data organization, and the EMCDDA. The literature review investigates the historical causes of the drug pandemic in Portugal and also investigated the impacts of the decriminalization law in the country. The criteria applied for the inclusion of the literature review resources pays attention to the nature of articles keywords, timeframe, and search area. The timeframe applied for the used secondary resources is in the past 30 years, and historical data is used to lay a foundation on why drug abuse became rampant across Portugal. The nature of the articles included news articles, peer-reviewed articles, reports, and journals. The search area included databases, such as the Drug Departments in Portugal. Lastly, the keywords that were used included drug addiction, decriminalization of drugs, drug overdose in Portugal, HIV rates in Portugal, and overdose deaths. The inclusion criterion is very helpful in setting the time-range of the literature review to stay focused and on point and, as well as make sure that the information is valid.
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