Sadiq Khan calls for legal shift on natural cannabis possession amid London Drugs Commission report
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London Mayor Sadiq Khan has made a bold endorsement for the decriminalisation of cannabis, asserting that current laws governing the drug are unjustifiable. This declaration follows the release of a report from the London Drugs Commission, which Khan had commissioned. He described the findings as providing "a compelling case" for reform and urged the government to reconsider its stance on cannabis legislation.
The London Drugs Commission, established in 2022 under Khan's direction and chaired by Lord Charlie Falconer, conducted an extensive review of the existing drug laws. It highlighted that the current legal framework disproportionately affects specific ethnic communities and exacerbates tensions between these groups and law enforcement. The commission’s report does not advocate for full decriminalisation but suggests that the use of "natural" cannabis should shift from the Misuse of Drugs Act to the Psychoactive Substances Act. This shift would effectively legalise possession of small amounts for personal use while maintaining strict prohibitions against importing, manufacturing, or distributing the drug.
Khan's push for reform follows a backdrop of evolving attitudes towards cannabis. The initiative aligns with similar movements observed in various jurisdictions, particularly in parts of the United States and Canada, where cannabis legalisation has been linked to reduced criminalisation of users and more effective public health outcomes. However, reactions to Khan's proposal highlight a significant divide in public opinion. Shadow Home Secretary Chris Philp vehemently opposed the plans, warning that decriminalising possession of cannabis would turn London into a "crime-ridden ghetto." He cited worrying trends from US and Canadian cities that have adopted more lenient drug policies, which he claims have led to increased anti-social behaviour and mental health issues.
Moreover, Khan's administration has faced scrutiny from within its ranks regarding past initiatives aimed at diverting young people found with small quantities of cannabis from the criminal justice system. A pilot scheme proposed in 2022 to funnel these individuals towards educational and counselling services received criticism for lacking ambition. Critics argued that such measures did not sufficiently address the structural inequities perpetuated by existing drug laws, and echoed calls for a more comprehensive approach to decriminalisation.
The implications of Khan's report extend beyond the immediate legal landscape; they touch upon broader societal issues, including public health, community relations, and the relationship between law enforcement and citizens. Advocates for drug reform argue that better education, healthcare, and equitable policing can create a safer and more just society. They contend that understanding cannabis use through a public health lens, rather than solely a criminal one, is a necessary evolution in policy.
Despite the support from Khan and the commission, the government has responded coolly, reiterating its commitment to maintaining cannabis as a Class B substance under the Misuse of Drugs Act. A Home Office spokesperson stated that efforts would be focused on driving down drug use through treatment and education, rather than legislative changes regarding cannabis classification.
As London navigates this contentious issue, the ongoing debate reflects broader trends in drug policy reform globally, posing significant questions about the future of drug legislation in the UK. With Khan at the helm advocating for shifts in public policy, London finds itself at a crossroads, balancing the need for public safety with the growing call for evidence-based reforms in drug legislation.
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