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Topic: Marijuana Decriminalization
General Purpose:
To Persuade
Specific Purpose:
To persuade my audience to help get marijuana decriminalized by contacting and contributing to reform organizations.
Central Idea:
Statistics on marijuana, arguments for and against decriminalization, and what we can do all indicate the need for decriminalization.
I. Introduction

A. (Attention getter) Budgets are tight.  The possibility of war with Iraq looms over our heads.  Terrorist cells remain hidden in our land of freedom.  
B. (Link) In this time of uncertainty one thing is certain.
C. (Reveal the Topic) Decriminalization of marijuana is a logical step for our country to take.  At this point I would like to state that I am not arguing for the legalization of pot.  I am not condoning or supporting drug use.  I am simply arguing that punishments for marijuana are not proportionate to the crime.
D. (Justification) Today we are still sending non-violent marijuana users to jail.  We all probably know someone who uses marijuana.  Should we believe that these people are criminals and need to be jailed?
E. (Preview) To understand this situation, first we need to look into some statistics about marijuana, arguments for and against decriminalization, and what we can do about our marijuana laws.
II. Body

A. (Transition to first main point) First, we need to look at some statistics on marijuana in the United States.
1. According to the National Organization for the Reform of Marijuana Laws, or NORML, “Police arrested an estimated 734,498 persons for marijuana violations in 2000.”  This number is an all time high for the United States.  It goes on to say that it “comprises just under half of all drug arrests in the United States.”  

2. Of those 734,498, 88% were for possession only.  This means the people arrested were not dealing.  They only had small amounts probably for personal use.
3. According to the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reports, “Arrests for marijuana far exceed arrests for all violent crimes combined: murder, manslaughter, rape, and aggravated assault.”
4. Arrests rose from approximately 600,000 in 1995 to 700,000 in 1997.
5. Arrests in Illinois rose from 29,000 in 1995 to 34,000 in 1997.

6. Also according to the FBI’s Uniform Crime Report, “Marijuana arrests in the United States increased 109% from 1990 to 1998.”

7. People caught with marijuana on or near school grounds are subject to penalties twice as harsh.  Bradley University is a school ground.

B. (Transition to second main point)  Now that we know some of the statistics about marijuana, we can look at some of the many arguments on decriminalization.
1. First, we need to know what decriminalization is.  Whereas legalization is erasing criminal penalties for marijuana, decriminalization is making the penalties less harsh.  Decriminalization will make personal possession of small amounts similar to a traffic ticket. According to a recent Time Magazine/CNN poll, “72% think people caught with it for recreational use should get off with only a fine.”
2. Drug czar John Walters says that decriminalization will lead to more use of marijuana.

3. The problem here is that studies in the U.S. and in other countries have shown otherwise. According to the Connecticut Law Review Commission, “studies of states have found…the largest proportionate increase in use occurred in those states with the most severe penalties.”  This study looked at multiple states that have decriminalized as well as ones with harsh penalties.

4. Some people say punishments for marijuana aren’t that severe.  But, someone caught here at Bradley with marijuana could be charged with a felony.  Between 2.5 and 10 grams could warrant a felony charge.  Under 2.5 grams is punishable by up to 30 days in jail and a $1500 fine.
5. The government can deny financial aid to someone convicted of a marijuana charge.  If you currently receive financial aid and are convicted of a marijuana charge, it can be revoked.  Youthful indiscretions are not forgiven.
6. People may argue that arrests for pot are going down and pot use is down.  The truth is, arrests are up, but use remains quite steady.  According to the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reports, “In 1990 the National Household Survey (NHS) estimated that 18.9 million people used marijuana in the US on an annual basis. Despite some variance throughout the decade this estimate has remained somewhat consistent, and in 1998 the estimate of annual marijuana users was 18.7 million.”  It goes on to say, “Since 1965, 85% of the arrests for marijuana have been for possession only.”
7. And of course, the age old gateways theory.  The theory that marijuana use will lead to harder drug use.  A recent study by the RAND Corporation found otherwise.  “The people who are predisposed to use drugs and have the opportunity to use drugs are more likely to use both marijuana and harder drugs.  Marijuana typically comes first because it is more available.”

8. Decriminalization will save hours of police time.  Then, our police will have more time to find violent criminals.
9. People who are pro-decriminalization and conservatives agree on a few points.

10. No one should drive while under the influence of marijuana.  People caught doing so should be subject to penalties similar to drunk drivers.  Impaired drivers can kill.
11. Violent users should be subject to harsh punishment.  We can all agree that when people get violent, they need to be put in jail and controlled.
12. No one should be allowed to smoke in public.  It should be done in the privacy of a home.

B. (Transition to Third Main Point) Now that we know some statistics and some arguments on decriminalization we can ask: What can we do about our marijuana laws?

1. We could do nothing. If we do nothing, that is all that happens: nothing.  We continue to cage fellow humans for using a plant.  We continue to deny financial aid to persons convicted of a drug charge.  We continue to fill our jails with non-violent marijuana users.  We continue the war on a plant.  We continue the war on ourselves.  
2. We could do that.  Or, we could take action.  We could embrace a more humane, sensible drug policy to leave for our future.  We could fine simple marijuana users, instead of giving them jail time.  We could go after real criminals such as rapists, murderers, or terrorists.  We could lead the way for a common sense drug policy that makes marijuana users the lowest priority of law enforcement.  We could realize that terrorists, murderers, rapists, and other criminals are a much bigger threat to our country than a non-violent marijuana smoker.  We could, when the time comes, vote to decriminalize marijuana.  We could, and should support marijuana reform organizations in any way we can.
III. Conclusion

A. (Summary)  As we have seen, the need for marijuana decriminalization is here.  Statistics, arguments, and the need for action all point in the direction of decriminalization.
B. (Conclusion) When; not if but when the time comes that we have the chance to vote on decriminalization, make the logical choice and be sure to get out there and vote for it.  Let’s make our voices heard.  There are numerous reform organizations throughout the country.  Through the internet, these are only a click or two away.  Let’s take action!  We can pledge time, money, or contribute in other ways.  Any contribution we can make will help our cause.  
C. (Tie-Back) Tight budgets…Iraq…Al-Qaeda.  In this day and age there are much bigger issues to deal with.  So instead of caging humans for using a plant, let’s fine them instead.
