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Sentencing and Drug Policies
[bookmark: _GoBack]The idea of a prison system with mandatory minimums and the shift to three-strikes laws remains central to American culture in dealing with crime and drugs, and the question of whether to revert to older punitive measures is more current than ever. Over the decades, politicians have responded to rising drug use with increasingly punitive measures, driven by the assumption that longer sentences will keep people off the streets and out of our neighborhoods. To fully comprehend this argument, it is necessary to examine both opposing positions and analyze the evidence regarding incarceration, deterrence, public safety, and the long-term social and economic impacts of such policies.
Advocates of tough-on-crime legislation express the view that inflexible and extended terms safeguard society by incapacitating dangerous criminals and establishing consistent and uniform punishment. Its advocates state that compulsory minimum sentences leave dangerous offenders off the street and make all serious offenders subject to the same treatment (Nellis, 2024). They argue that this predictability will eliminate judicial uncertainty and will communicate the reality of consequences to drug offenders (Nellis, 2024). Increased incarceration has also been cited by Sanchagrin (2021) as contributing to the national crime drop of the 1990s, which partly accounts for incapacitation as a temporary measure against serious repeat offenders.
However, the case against going back to these policies is much more compelling. The Council on Criminal Justice released a summary of the deterrence research and concluded that prison sentences, particularly long sentences, are not effective in deterring future criminality (Pryzbylski et al., 2023). This goes right against the logic of mandatory minimums as a tool of crime reduction. The Pew Charitable Trusts (2018) compared state drug imprisonment rates with three important measures of drug problems— self-reported drug use (excluding marijuana), drug arrest, and overdose death—and found no statistically significant relationship between drug imprisonment and these indicators. Thus, increased incarceration has little effect on reducing drug-related harm or improving public safety.
In additon, the racial implications of these policies have a damaging effect on people of color. Sentencing policies passed in the name of the War on Drugs that were fueled by the implementation of mandatory minimum and three strike policies led to the sharp increase in the incarceration of drug offenders, and now 45% of the federal prison population is incarcerated due to a drug offense (Galov, 2025; Porter, 2023). The communities of color have been the biggest victims of these policies. Fifty years after the emergence of the mass incarceration crisis, almost two million individuals, predominantly Black, are in prisons and jails today (Porter, 2023). Retaliation against recent reforms would surely widen such inequalities with minimal safety benefits and without any significant increase in the populace's confidence in the justice system.
Moreover, prison-based treatment programs help to reduce drug use and criminal behaviour after release. A recent study funded by the National Institute of Justice (2023) indicates that trauma-informed cognitive-behavioral and substance-use treatment programs in prison can reduce the severity of substance use as well as improve social and behavioral outcomes post-release. Incarcerated people who undergo systematic substance use therapy have been found to experience quantifiable decreases in drug use as well as crimes on release (Pearce, 2025). States that have already moved to this transition provide strong evidence. An example is New York, which dropped its inmate population by over 51 percent in the period between 1999 and 2023, whilst the violent crime decreased by more than the nationwide rate of 34 percent at the same time (Pearce, 2025). These findings underscore that rehabilitative policies do not undermine community safety; instead, they enhance it.
Finally, reviving these mandatory minimums and three-strikes legislation would repeat an expensive experiment that has already been tried and found to have failed. Such policies cost much more to the country in racial disparities, financial burden, and human harm than whatever deterrent impact they might have. The better way ahead is evidence-based reform: investing in treatment, rehabilitation, and focused interventions to deal with the causes of crime and not merely the symptoms. Justice, efficiency, and public safety are never in conflict, and with the correct policies, they can co-exist.
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