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Drug Policy Action believes that drug policy should 

be grounded in evidence, health, equity, and human 

rights. The 2024 U.S. presidential election will have 

critical implications for drug policy nationwide. 

It’s important you know the facts about each 

candidate’s record and history. 

TRUMP’S DRUG POLICY 
RECORD CENTERS A  
PUNITIVE APPROACH
Former President Donald Trump’s policy positions 

on drugs and crime have varied over the years. But 

since stepping into the spotlight as a politician, 

Trump has taken a “law and order” and “tough-on-

crime” approach to drug policy. As president, Trump 

supported draconian criminal justice and immigration 

policies in the name of the drug war. If re-elected, 

Trump has promised to continue on this path.

TRUMP SIGNALS SUPPORT 
FOR STATES’ RIGHTS TO 
LEGALIZE MARIJUANA 
As president, Trump largely stayed true to his 

position that marijuana laws should be handled at 

the state level. Despite Trump’s Attorney General Jeff 

Sessions overturning the Obama-era Cole Memo 

protecting state legal marijuana programs, the move 

did not result in widespread state-level enforcement.1 

While he was largely silent on the issue of legalization, 

he did tentatively endorse a bipartisan bill to codify 

federal policy respecting states’ rights to legalize.2 

Trump has spoken in favor of medical marijuana 

legalization, but on several occasions he signaled 

that he reserved the right to ignore a long-standing 

rider that prohibits the Department of Justice (DOJ) 

from using its funds to interfere with state-legal 

medical marijuana programs.3

KEY FEDERAL LEGISLATION SUPPORTED 
BY TRUMP:

• Endorsed STATES Act of 2018 

TRUMP SUPPORTS “TOUGH-
ON-CRIME” APPROACH TO 
CRIMINAL JUSTICE
Trump has promised that, if re-elected, his 

administration will continue a “tough-on-crime” 

approach. He has promised that his administration 

will expand the use of the death penalty by 

broadening the category of crimes punishable by 

death.4 He has repeatedly supported the death 

penalty for people who sell drugs.5 

As president, Trump’s Department of Justice 

encouraged prosecutors to seek the harshest 

criminal penalties and longest prison terms available.6 

His administration also proposed a new rule to deny 

asylum to individuals convicted of misdemeanor 

offenses like drug possession, including marijuana.7 

Yet, the Trump administration played a key role in 

passing the bipartisan First Step Act into law in 

2018.8 The First Step Act was significant legislation 

intended to improve federal prison conditions, reform 

federal sentencing provisions, and provide increased 

programing and re-entry services to people 

incarcerated in federal prisons.

However, Trump retreated from his support of 

criminal legal reform as he approached reelection. 

In the last six months of his administration, 

Trump executed 13 people on death row, which 

amounted to more executions than the previous 10 

administrations combined.9 

KEY FEDERAL LEGISLATION SUPPORTED 
BY TRUMP: 

• Signed First Step Act of 2018
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but whatever the decision, it is likely Trump will 

continue to try to federally intervene in efforts 

to open OPCs in the U.S. There is overwhelming 

evidence that OPCs provide benefits to the health 

and safety of individuals and communities. They are 

proven to save lives by preventing overdose deaths.17 

They increase connections to health services and 

mental healthcare, including drug treatment.18 

And they improve public health by reducing public 

drug use and drug-related litter, minimizing the 

spread of infectious diseases, and saving money 

by dramatically shrinking the burden on emergency 

response services.19, 20, 21  

Under the Trump administration, the Office of 

National Drug Control Policy (ONDCP) failed its 

central mission: implementing an annual drug 

control strategy to guide more than a dozen 

federal agencies and hundreds of billions of 

dollars in federal spending.22 As a result of agency 

mismanagement under Trump, ONDCP failed to 

coordinate legislative efforts to reduce opioid 

overdose deaths.23

If you have questions about this information please 

contact our Director of Federal Affairs Maritza 

Perez Medina at mperez@drugpolicy.org. 

Visit www.drugpolicy.org/OverdosePlan to learn 

about our campaign demanding an overdose 

prevention plan from the presidential candidates.

Drug Policy Action works to pass new drug laws 

and policies grounded in evidence, health, equity, 

and human rights — and undertakes a wide range 

of activities including political advocacy and 

electoral work to support these principles. Drug 

Policy Action is a nonpartisan, not-for-profit 501(c)

(4) organization, and is the advocacy and political 

partner of the Drug Policy Alliance. Learn more at 

drugpolicyaction.org.

TRUMP PRIORITIZES HARSH 
CRIMINAL PENALTIES & 
ENFORCEMENT IN RESPONSE 
TO THE OVERDOSE CRISIS 
The Trump administration’s approach to managing 

the overdose crisis oftentimes paired investments 

in treatment with law enforcement. For instance, 

the administration launched the Initiative to Stop 

Opioid Abuse and Reduce Drug Supply and Demand 

in 2018.10 The goal of the initiative was to have the 

Department of Justice (DOJ) and Drug Enforcement 

Administration (DEA) reduce the demand of drugs by 

reducing opioid manufacturing, cutting the flow of 

drugs across borders, while expanding opportunities 

for opioid addiction treatment. Similarly, the primary 

goal of the Trump administration’s response to 

the overdose crisis was to seize as many drugs 

as possible and disrupt trafficking. For instance, 

the Trump administration’s DOJ prosecuted more 

fentanyl traffickers than ever before and dismantled 

3,000 drug trafficking organizations.11, 12 Trump 

also supported the death penalty and mandatory 

minimums for opioid trafficking.13 Trump claimed this 

focus on interdiction, enforcement, and criminal 

penalties would help curb the overdose crisis but 

overdose deaths actually went up.14

In 2018, the Trump administration’s DOJ claimed 

that overdose prevention centers (OPCs) violate 

the Controlled Substance Act and threatened to 

federally intervene and prohibit the implementation 

and operation of OPCs in the U.S.15 In 2019, the 

Trump administration took legal action against 

Safehouse, a community-based nonprofit planning 

to establish an OPC in Philadelphia.16 The United 

States v. Safehouse civil case was filed by the U.S. 

Attorney for the Eastern District of Pennsylvania 

against Safehouse asking the federal court to 

declare OPCs would violate the federal Controlled 

Substances Act. This case is currently pending, 

http://www.drugpolicy.org/OverdosePlan
https://drugpolicyaction.org/
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