Former UK cannabis smuggler warns of harsh foreign sentences facing young women abroad
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In a poignant reflection on the perilous world of drug trafficking, Levi-April Whalley, who narrowly avoided incarceration after attempting to smuggle cannabis into the UK, has voiced her concerns for two other young women caught in similarly distressing circumstances. Bella May Culley and Charlotte May Lee are currently facing serious drug smuggling charges while detained in foreign prisons notorious for their appalling conditions. Whalley's insights offer a sobering perspective on the risks and realities of international drug smuggling.
Whalley, along with her companion, was arrested at Birmingham International Airport after their shopping trip to New York City in 2023. What began as a holiday marked by retail therapy quickly turned into a nightmare when customs officials discovered over 35 kilograms of cannabis concealed in their luggage, with a street value exceeding £160,000. Initially claiming their bags contained watches, Whalley’s facade shattered under scrutiny when text messages revealed a more sinister involvement in drug trafficking. The duo ultimately received 18-month suspended sentences, a fate markedly less severe than what Culley and Lee now face.
Culley, an 18-year-old nursing student, has drawn headlines for her alarming situation in Georgia, where she was apprehended while allegedly attempting to smuggle 14 kilograms of cannabis. Reports suggest that she has claimed to be pregnant, compounding the trauma of her situation while highlighting the precariousness of her legal standing, as she awaits trial in conditions described as "hellish". Meanwhile, Lee, a former air hostess, was arrested in Sri Lanka with two suitcases allegedly filled with synthetic cannabis valued at an astonishing £1.2 million. She faces a daunting prospect of a 20 to 25-year imprisonment.
Whalley's own experience of being apprehended at home resonates deeply with her perspective on the trials of these women. She acknowledges the potential for a harsher outcome had she been caught abroad, a sentiment echoed by many who understand the varying legal landscapes of drug offenses worldwide. "I believe if I was caught abroad it would have been a completely different outcome for myself,” she remarked, revealing the harrowing nature of being embroiled in the drug trade while far from home.
Having recently given birth, Whalley characterises her previous ordeal as a form of ongoing torture, compounded by the emotional weight of her actions. She sees herself and now Culley and Lee as victims, influenced by dire personal circumstances and the allure of a carefree lifestyle that masks the devastating consequences of drug trafficking. "I was just following what my friend was doing and influenced negatively without thinking of consequences due to where I was in my life then," she recounted, highlighting the vulnerabilities that can lead individuals into such dangerous paths.
Despite her leniency in sentencing, Whalley expresses a deep awareness of the repercussions of drug smuggling. She underscores the importance of recognising the realities surrounding such decisions, stating, "Just because I had a suspended sentence should not set a precedent for others to do it." This insight carries weight, particularly in light of recent declarations made by law enforcement regarding the extensive and collaborative efforts aimed at dismantling drug trafficking networks operating across national borders.
For Whalley, the ordeal serves as an urgent reminder about the dangers of unwitting involvement in drug smuggling. "If I had a chance to speak to Bella and Charlotte, I would tell them to just tell the truth and be honest," she advised, extending empathy towards the two women and acknowledging the shared humanity that binds their experiences together, despite the deep chasms separating their circumstances.
Whalley's call for honesty in a situation ripe with ambiguity adds a layer of hope to a story marked by despair. As police agencies continue their global crackdown on drug trafficking, the narrative of these young women serves as a stark warning about the consequences of naivety in a world driven by illicit activities. Their futures hang in the balance, echoing a wider societal dialogue about responsibility, vulnerability, and the relentless consequences of the choices made far from home.
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