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By: Jonathan P. Caulkins, C. 
Peter Rydell, William 
Schwabe, James Chiesa 

Laws requiring minimum 
sentences for certain crimes 
have become increasingly 
popular, and the most 
frequently applied of these 
mandatory minimums are 
those pertaining to drug 
offenders. Proponents and 
opponents of mandatory 
minimums generally argue 
over issues of punishment, 
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deterrence, justice, and 
fairness. The authors of the 
current study examine 
mandatory minimum drug 
sentences from the viewpoint 
of cost-effectiveness at 
achieving such national drug 
control objectives as reducing 
cocaine consumption and 
cocaine-related crime. They 
conduct their analysis with 
the help of mathematical 
models estimating the 
response of cocaine supply 
and demand to changes in 
levels of enforcement and 
treatment. The authors find 
that a million dollars spent 
extending sentences to 
mandatory minimum lengths 
would reduce cocaine 
consumption less than would 
a million dollars spent on the 
pre-mandatory-minimum mix 
of arrests, prosecution, and 
sentencing. Neither would 
reduce cocaine consumption 
or cocaine-related crime as 
much as spending a million 
dollars treating heavy users. 
These conclusions are robust 
to changes in various 
assumptions underlying the 
analysis. 
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