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Cannabis comedown
Britain appears to be losing interest in using illegal drugs.  
What is going on? Max Daly looks behind the statistics.

In July, two sets of government statistics, 
from the NHS and the Home Office 
British Crime Survey: Drug Misuse 
Declared (BCS), again revealed that, 
overall, drug use has been falling in 
Britain. Unsurprisingly, the findings were 
barely reported: if there is no scare factor 
to a drug story, the media has a habit of 
ignoring it. But what is interesting about 
these statistics is that they pose an 
unexpected and tricky question: why has 
drug use fallen?

While these official statistics may 
not be perfect – the BCS for example 
does not reach students living in halls of 
residence, the homeless, people in rehab 
or prisoners – they do provide a relatively 
solid yardstick with which to measure 
general drug use trends. These days, 
research is more robust. Ten thousand 
adults were interviewed for the first BCS 
report in 1996. This year the net was 
widened to 46,000. 

So what exactly do the statistics 
show? The NHS figures contained in 
the report Smoking, drinking, and drug 
use in young people in England 2011 
for young people aged 11-15, show a 
dramatic fall since 2001 in those who 
have ever taken drugs, declining from 
29% to 17% while the figures for those 
even being offered drugs has fallen from 
42% to 29%.

According to the BCS, in 1996, just 
over 11 per cent of adults had used an 
illegal drug in the last year. By 2002, it 
had risen to just under 12 per cent. In 
2011-2012, the figure sits at just under 
nine per cent. 

In the last 15 years, the use of 
amphetamines and hallucinogenic drugs 
has nose-dived, ecstasy use has peaked 
and fallen, cocaine use rocketed from 
nowhere, but has now levelled off, while 
a string of newly adopted drugs, such as 
ketamine, GHB, mephedrone and Spice, 
have been added to the menu. 

Last year the NTA revealed that the 
numbers of people entering treatment 
for heroin or crack had fallen by 10,000 
in two years, markedly among young 

people. NTA chief executive Paul Hayes 
said he thought this was because of 
what has been called the ‘scarecrow 
effect’, where young people can see the 
damage caused by heroin and crack to 
older members of their community, or in 
some cases, their family.

But the prime mover behind the 
downward trend is cannabis, by far the 

county’s most used illegal drug. In 1996, 
9.5 per cent of adults admitted using 
cannabis in the last year. This increased 
to an all time high of 10.9 per cent in 
2002-2003, but has since dropped to a 
current figure of just 6.9 per cent. The 
fall in cannabis use has been even more 
dramatic among young people aged 16-
24. In 1996, 26 per cent had used the drug 
in the last year, rising to a high of just 
over 28 per cent in 1998, but tumbling 
by almost half that proportion to 15.7 
per cent in 2011-2012. The NHS survey 
showed a similar drop in cannabis use in 
younger school students, from 13.4 per 
cent in 2001 to 7.6 per cent in 2011. 

Why are people, especially the 
young, falling out of love with cannabis? 
In the absence of research, the most 
likely reason, ironically, is the boom in 
cannabis production in the UK. The rapid 
expansion in professional skunk growing 
from 2004 onwards, driven by organised 
Vietnamese gangs, accelerated the fall in 

cannabis use from a very gradual decline 
beginning in 2002. (What this showed 
incidentally, was that the reclassification 
of cannabis from Class B to C in 2004, 
had no detrimental impact on use 
despite the claims of many antidrug 
campaigners). The domestic cannabis 
trade, coupled with a clampdown 
by the Moroccan government on its 
prolific illicit hashish industry, which 
significantly reduced exports to Europe 
and therefore its availability in the UK, 
meant that skunk, generally a far more 
potent form of the drug than hashish 
or regular weed, became the dominant 
player in the cannabis market. 

There is now a lack of choice for 
cannabis consumers, which may be 
driving down trade. In some parts of 
the country it has become difficult to 
buy anything but skunk, which some 
cannabis users avoid because of its 
powerful effect. It is likely that the 
reduction in smoking tobacco, used to 
make cannabis joints, has also impacted 
on the use of the drug. 

While there are some notable 
exceptions in the form of drugs such 
as ketamine and mephedrone, drug 
use across the board has been falling. 
Even cocaine, the boom drug of the last 
decade and the main reason behind 
the fact that Class A drug use is higher 
than it was 15 years ago, has declined 
in popularity. Karenza Moore, lecturer 
in criminology at Lancaster University 
who specialises in the dance drug 
scene, suggests there are a number of 
explanations for this downturn. 

“There is an economic element to 
this. Disposable income is down, cost of 
living is up and perhaps we are seeing 
the truncation of youth and a loss of 
independence as a result. Culturally, it 
seems young people are less rebellious 
than previous generations. I call it the 
Justin Bieber Effect: youth culture is 
increasingly corporatised and sanitised. 
There is certainly nothing going on 
now that can compare to the ecstasy 
revolution that took place in the 1990s.”
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