



The debate over marijuana is still a hot topic 
"It's not any worse than drinking beer, except that it illegal" 
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By Dave Fehling / 11 News 
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HOUSTON (KHOU) -- Is marijuana all that it used to be? Earlier this month, controversy erupted in Britain when the government decided that people caught with small amounts of pot would no longer be arrested. Who's smoking it in Houston, and what are the chances that Texas will change its laws. 

Tammera Halphen is a working mom; she provides technical support for computers for corporate businesses. And like most, she's tried to find time for one of those mother-and-daughter talks, the one about smoking marijuana. 

"Tell 'em the truth, said Halphen. "Tell 'em that it's not any worse than drinking beer, except that it illegal." 

Halphen is among parents who smoke pot. 

Joyce James is also a mother who smokes marijuana. "I have a 13-year-old teenager who has actually seen me smoke for a long time," said James. "And she just came out and asked me, 'Mom, are you smoking marijuana?' I think for a long time she thought I was rolling my own cigarettes." 

These marijuana smokers may be unusual only in that they were willing to go on TV with their stories. 

"President Clinton smoked. I wouldn't put it past the Bushes for having smoked it. I mean, it was part of our culture growing up," said Joyce. 

Consider that one poll found that 10 percent of parents with school age kids admitted to smoking marijuana within the past year. Is pot, once demonized as just the first step to harder drugs, now seen as little different than booze and just as socially acceptable?" 

Outside the downtown Criminal Courthouse members of the Drug Policy Forum of Texas are trying to build support for decriminalizing marijuana. 

"Stop putting kids in jail for a quarter ounce of pot," said Dean Becker. "It's just crazy." 

Sometimes they find allies, but not always. A passerby has her opinion: "Let's give 'em something else to be accessible, like, um, marijuana! I don't think so!" 

Currently in Texas, getting caught with even less than two ounces can result in a six-month jail sentence. But what if Texas joined eleven other states in making marijuana possession for personal use no worse than a speeding ticket? 

"Decriminalizing marijuana will certainly increase the amount of use," said Dr. Terry Rustin. 

Dr. Rustin has spent years helping addicts at the county's psychiatric hospital. It's so overwhelmed it turns away up to 40 substance abusers a day because there's no room. Yet, Dr. Rustin says that marijuana addicts far fewer of its users than certainly cocaine and even alcohol, and often with less serious consequences. 

"There are a lot of people who would be better off if they used marijuana than if they used alcohol," said Dr. Rustin. "There'd be a lot of people better off if they didn't use any mood altering drugs at all." 

The activists plan to lobby for decriminalization when Texas lawmakers meet next year. But according to members of Houston's delegation, pro-pot sentiment is still virtually non-existent among lawmakers, even babyboomers. 

And the activists know that. "Its hard to step up and tell your constituency let's legalize something that other people have said for generations is evil, wicked, and leads to hell," said Dean Becker. 

So where does that leave parents who smoke pot? Joyce James says her motherly advice to her daughter was: "I told her that I'd rather she not do any drugs whatsoever." 

But don't these pot-smoking parents think that by setting the example that, 'Well, mom and dad smoke drugs, I'll do drugs too' is a bad thing? Tammera Halphen answered with: "Then again, is that worse than them going to drink alcohol?" 

And so goes the debate over how Texans see the law through the smoke. 

The U.S. Department of Health says that those who smoke marijuana are more likely to have children who do the same. However, the studies found that parents who smoke cigarettes or who drink are also more likely to have children who use marijuana. 

