June 19, 2019
Dear Members of Congress:

We write to you on behalf of a coalition committed to criminal justice and drug policy reform to
express support for the Ocasio-Cortez amendment to the House Commerce, Justice, Science, and
Related Agencies (CJS) bill, which would increase funding for overdose treatment while
reducing funding for the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA). We believe that our country
needs to shift away from the enforcement and incarceration only approach to drugs that has
wrought havoc on so many communities, particularly communities of color. The overdose crisis
should instead be met with a public health response. We support the Ocasio-Cortez amendment
because it would move the country closer to achieving that goal.

The House FY20 CJS appropriations legislation contains a $2.36 billion budget for the DEA. !
This represents almost $90 million more than the FY 19 appropriation level that was enacted in
February 2019.2 It is also almost $80 million dollars above the President’s FY20 request.® Thus,
House Appropriators will give the DEA $80 million dollars more than the agency itself or the
Trump Administration requested.

Congress should not fund enforcement-only approaches to drug use and the overdose epidemic.
As the lead law enforcement agency for drug enforcement, the DEA is emblematic of how the
drug war has been a public policy failure. The DEA’s approach to eradicating drugs in this
country is based on the misguided belief that the U.S. can reduce drug use through arrest and
incarceration. This approach is heavy-handed, ineffective, and unscientific, and has damaged
communities across the country, including communities of color who bear the burden of the drug
war. The agency opposes all changes to drug policy that represent a shift from the drug war
model, such as rescheduling drugs, and legalizing marijuana, and reducing harsh drug sentences.*
In short, the DEA is the lead entity executing the war on drugs. If the country is ever to treat
drugs as a health issue, not a criminal issue, then we should stop pouring so much funding into
this agency.

In 2017, over 70,000 Americans died from drug overdoses.®> As such, a comprehensive health
and prevention approach to the overdose crisis is necessary. The Comprehensive Opioid Abuse
Program (COAP) helps tackle drug abuse and overdose fatalities without arrest and
incarceration.® This program was authorized by the Comprehensive Addiction and Recovery Act
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(CARA), bipartisan legislation passed in 2016.” Despite the overdose crisis facing the country,
the House bill awards COAP $159 million dollars, only a $2 million dollar increase from what
was appropriated last fiscal year.®

In 2015, House Democrats amended a funding bill to shift $23 million from the DEA into
important programs like body-worn cameras and domestic violence.® In a world of limited
resources, where the overdose crisis warrants an appropriate response and resourcing, the House
of Representatives should not support arrest and incarceration at the expense of treatment and
public health solutions to drugs. Accordingly, we urge Members to approve this amendment.
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