New drugs law fuels confusion over cannabis growing and possession 

15-04-2010 11:45 | Chris Johnstone

Amid a lot of confusion about what was taking place, Czech law on the possession and growing of drugs changed at the start of the year. The change was more of a far reaching clarification than a fundamental overhaul. 

Listen:RealAudio
Download:MP3 
The new law on drugs that came into effect on January 1 attempted to clarify what was a hitherto hazy situation. Under the old law, all types of possession and drugs use were criminal offences. Under the new, possession or growing, for example, of cannabis or marihuana, became an administrative offence, liable to a fine, if a small amount was at issue. The small amount was also defined for the first time, for example growing up to five marihuana plants still counted as a small amount but more than that passed the boundary and became a criminal offence. 
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The immediate reaction in the Czech Republic and beyond was that a very partial decriminalisation equalled legalisation. That could not have been further from the truth as Robert Veverka the vice president of the Czech campaign to legalise cannabis, Legalizace.cz, points out: 

“There was no legalisation, no decriminalisation, nothing like that which was usually presented by the media and widely spread. It was said that there was a certain legalisation of marihuana in the Czech Republic and it is now Amsterdam in Prague and things like that. We could see things like that in the newspapers and see on the television and hear on the radio at the beginning of the year.” 

Funnily enough, the confusion over the new drugs law seemed to go pretty far. The perceived relaxation of the rules was even blamed for the increase in German border checks on Czech drivers crossing the frontier. German authorities, especially those in Bavaria, feared the reported laxer Czech rules would result in a surge of drugs crossing the border. 

Czechs have already been marked out as the biggest marihuana users in Europe with a 2007 survey saying that 45 percent of the population had used it, the highest total on the continent. 

Actually, Mr Veverka believes the new law has tidied up the situation for the Czech police and has made it easier for them to clamp down on soft drugs than before. 

“I think personally that the environment is more hostile than it used to be as it is easier for the police to go after recreational users or minor marihuana growers. While before if they caught you with a bit of weed in your hand they would just let you go I think because it would be too difficult, too complicated, too expensive to start a whole criminal procedure. Well, now, they just fine you and that is just really easy. I believe it is going to motivate the police to do more work like that because it will just be way easier for them. Now the criminal code makes it easier for the police to understand what a small amount is and what a big amount is. It is really easy for them to punish people who just have a small amount of illegal substances.” 

Campaigners to legalise marihuana use actually fear a heavy police clampdown when they stage a march in Prague on May 8. Mr. Veverka says there is little doubt that small amounts of marihuana will be in evidence. 

The Czech police special anti-drugs squad say the situation was confused at the start of the year. They say they are still compiling the facts on how the situation on the ground has changed and if the 3,500 fines for drugs offences under the old rules in 2009 appear to be going up or not. The fines, it should be pointed out, can still be fairly stiff, up to 15,000 crowns or just over 800 US dollars. That is more than half an average Czech monthly wage packet. Mr. Veverka says fines for first offences should probably amount to around a couple of thousand crowns. 
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But on the ground in the Czech Republic the message seems to have got across that punishments for marihuana or cannabis possession and growing have been relaxed. That has led to an increase in business according to Lubomír Hanzl, the assistant at one chain of shops in the centre of the country. 

“People are not so much afraid now about criminalisation of cannabis and other things surrounding it. It is more important what people think about this law. The law does not change so much as people think it does.” 

The small grow planet chain was started two years ago based on two shops and an Internet business. Mr. Hanzl says there has been a steady rise in customers, mostly young people but also older people seeking to grow for cannabis for medical reasons. Step into one of the shops and the range and complexity of the technology is quite surprising. Little wonder then that most customers, according to Mr. Hanzl, prefer to go to the shops to get some advice on how best to proceed. 

Across the country, grow shops appear to be popping up everywhere. Mr Hanzl estimates that there are around 30 to 50 shops now. That means about one on average in every fairly large town. 

Legalizace.cz’s Robert Veverka says there is a good reason for the take off of the grow shops. 

“Because of prohibition it is really hard to cultivate marihuana openly, let’s say, in the backyard, on the balcony or on the rooftop. It is really easy and the most secure thing to grow indoors ― to make a closet in one room in your apartment and change it into a small plantation. There are special stores where you can buy equipment to grow indoors. But it is not specified that if you grow go to buy certain equipment in a grow shop that you are going to grow marihuana. You can grow whatever you feel like, you can grow strawberries, or cacti, or all kinds of stuff.” 

Little need to say that most of the time everyday fruit and vegetables are not the target of this high tech cultivation technology. 
Pre-reading/listening activities
I. Discuss these points in the classroom.

1. Do you think that the Czech Republic has a liberal or strict approach to the use of drugs? Do you know the law treating the abuse of drugs?

2. In the United States there is what they call “a zero tolerance” to the drug use contrary to the Netherlands’ liberal approach allowing people do buy and smoke marihuana in the coffee shops. What are the pros and cons of these two ways, and which one would you recommend in your country?
3. Do you know the most frequently used drugs in the Czech Republic?
II. Do you know the meaning of these words?
	overhaul
	hazy situation
	liable to a fine
	lax
	surge of drugs

	clamp down on
	hostile
	stiff
	steady rise
	take off


III. Explain the meaning of these expressions.
1. criminal offence –

2. administrative offence –

3. drugs offences –
4. criminal code –

5. grow shops – 

IV. Fill in the proper preposition.

1. law _____ drugs
2. came ​​​​_____ effect
3. see ______ the television
4. and hear ______the radio
5. confusion ______ the new drugs
6. grow plants _____ the backyard, _____ the balcony or _____ the rooftop
Reading/listening activities
I. Listen to the text and state the main idea.

​​​​​​​​​​​_______________________________________________________________________

II. Decide if the following statements are true or false.
1. According to the article, the new Czech law on the possession and growing of drugs is more explanation of certain confused points in it than the major change of the legal approach.
2. All kinds of manipulation with drugs are still considered a crime.
3. The new law does not clearly state what the small amount of drug is.

4. The supporters of liberalization of soft drug believe that the new law is the first step to future full liberalization in our country.
Post-reading/listening activities
I. Look at these two tables taken from the Czech National Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction (National Focal Point; NFP) and discuss the following points.
1. Which are the most frequently used drugs and where do you see the reason for that?

2. What could be the reasons for adult age groups taking drugs? Which factors influence the “trendiness” of certain drugs?
Prevalence of substance use among the population aged 15–64 (%) 
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Ecstasy 119 7.3 9.6 4.8 2.6 3.6 1.5 0.9 1.2
Pervitin (or amphetamine) 57 3.0 Al 91y 1.0 57 0.9 0.5 0.7
Cocaine 2.8 1.2 2.0 12 0.3 0.7 0.6 0.1 0.4
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LSD 7.8 34 516 2.8 1.4 2.1 0.9 0.6 0
Magic mushrooms 124 50 8.7 | 44 157 31 1.8 0.4 i





Lifetime prevalence of use of selected illicit drugs by age groups (%) 
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II. Look at the next two tables and discuss the Czechs’ drug preferences and possible reasons for that.
 Comparison of selected indicators for the Czech Republic with 2007 ESPAD European average
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Number of problem drug users per 1,000 inhabitants aged 15–64 and the number of problem users of opiates and pervitin in regions of the Czech Republic in 2008 
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III. Look at the tables showing the drug related criminality and death rate and discuss the reasons why some people cannot beat the addiction.
Fatal overdoses on selected drugs in 2001- 2008
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NEWS
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Download: MP3
A sixty-year-old pensioner is in hot water after some left-over bird-seed he reportedly threw out in his back-yard sprouted producing a number of fine marihuana plants. A Macaque monkey is safely back in its enclosure at Olomouc zoo after repeatedly slipping out on his own private outings and, what’s to be done about a couple of gay vultures? Find out more in Magazine with Daniela Lazarová.

A sixty-year-old pensioner is in hot water after some left-over bird-seed he reportedly threw out in his back-yard sprouted producing a number of fine marihuana plants. The pensioner who keeps a number of budgerigars says he has no idea what the marihuana seeds were doing in the bird-feed. Police are investigating the matter and have reportedly ascertained that the pet-shop where the old man regularly bought the bird feed sells imported bird feed from the Netherlands and China. The budgies reportedly thrived on it – thought the old man claims he had no idea what the packages contained and failed to notice the marihuana among the other weeds.

