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Drug Defendants in ~1as&'l.chusetts 
NCJRS 

by APR 2 4 1979 
M.a.rjerie Brown Roy and Anne V. Derrane 

'ACQUISITIONS 

Introductien 

The Office ef the Commissiener ef Probatien has studied the dru~ C> 

defendant pepulatien in lIIassachusetts since 1974. Data fer this three-year 

study was compiled from court records received from 74 district and juvenile 

probatien departments across the state during selected weeks ef 1976, 1977 

and 1978. 

Massachusetts is unique in that the Office ef the Commissiener ef 

Prebatien is mandated to' centrally file criminal histery infermatien, including· 

cepies ef all criminal and delinquency court appearance recerds. Over six 

million records, dating back to' .1924, are centrally filed at the bcP in 

:Massachusetts. Records of new charges, as well as long continuances and 

dispesitienal information, are sent to' the OCP on a daily basis from 

all superior, district and juvenile probatien departments across the state. 

ir.hile this study analyzed arraignments on drug charges, it does 

net plrrport to' draw conclusiens on the convictien rate fer controlled 

substance vielatiens. Various questiens.about drug defendants were addressed, 

but nO' analysis was undertaken regarding adjudicated offenders. 

~,!ethdolegy 

In the three years, all new arraignments for controlled substance 

cl'irr'Bs ',',ere colmted during four so.mple weeks of the year. Only ne\v charges, 

not c.ontinued cases or dispositional record infonnation, were colli'1ted. The 

sample weeks were spaced throughout the year to control fer seasonal variations. 

1. 

. Court records ,vere analyzed by age ef the defendant, residence 

ef the defendant by region of the state, drug substance by class, frequency 

ef simultaneous effenses and type ef effense (possession versus distribution). 

In 1978, 1,312 new drug cases v;ere received a..Y!d counted during 

the four sample weeks; in 1977,' 1,094 cases were included compared to' 785 

in 1976. 

Definitions 

Regiens: :Massachusetts cities and tmVl1s were divided intO' seven 

geographical regions, based on the Department ef Mental Health regions, as 

fellews: 

Region I: Berkshire, Fra..Ylklin, Hampshire and Hampden Colmties; 

Region II: Primarily Worcester Ceunty; 

Region III: . Nerthern and Northwestern Middlesex COl.mty and the 

Lowell area; 

Region IV: Essex County plus the 1Ialden-Medford-Everett area in 

Middlesex County; 

Region V: Most of Norfelk Colmty plus the southern sectien ef 

:Middlesex County; 

Region ill: Suffelk County plus Brookline; 

Region VII: Seuthern Nerfelk County plus the Brockton area and 

alIef Southeastern 1Iassachusetts. 

Dl'ug classes: classification· of the varieus controlled 

substances has been coded based on the following standard drug classes: 

Class A: Heroin, ether named opiates and epiate derivatives; 
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Class B: Amphetam:ines, methamphe tamine , cocaine, methadone, 

opium, barbituates; 

Class C: Hallucinogens, including LSD, DMT, TCH, hashish, PCP; 

Class D: :rlarijua.ua and certain barbitals; 

Class E: Dilute l1liA"tures of codeine, morphine or opium prescription 

drugs not named elsewhere; 

Other: miscellaneous categories of drug offenses 

Three-Year Data Analysis: 1976-1978 

The four-quarterly sanples drawn in 1976, 1977 and 1978 have ' 

shown a steady increase in total volume. The 1978 volume reflected a 19.9 

percent increase over 1977 and 67.1 percent increase over 1976. 

To adjust for whatever portion of the increases might be 

related to fluctuations in the state population, the drug offense rate. 

was computed. Using 1976, 1977 and 1978 state population estimates from 

the Department of Public Health, the rate of drug' defendants per 100,000 

population ~~ as follows: 

1976 
1977 
1978 

Estimated Annual 
Volume of Drug 
Defendants 

10,205 
14,222 
17,056 

7' Estimated = 
Annual 
Population 

5,834,974 
5,860,482 
5,885,990 

Projected 
Drug Offense 
Rate 

1.74 
2.42 
2.89 

Even with this adjustment for increase in the state r S population, 

the volume of drug defendants again reflects a steady increase over tt',e 

three year period. 

Age at Arraignment 

In recognition of the high number of yotmg people who are 

cbarged with drug offenses, the study coded the age of defendants as 

follows: 

3. 

------------------------

Juveniles (16 years of age and younger) 

Young adults (17-25 years of age) 

Older adults (26 years of age and olde~). 

(Table 1 ~bout here) 

Young adults (17-25 years of age) represented nearly two-thirds 

(63.7 per~ent) of all drug defendants in the 1978 sample, compared to 67 percent 

in 1977 and 66 percent ~ 1976. 

Older adults (26+ years), represent.:::;d a consistent pattern over the 

three years. In 1976, older adults accounted for ?'4 percent of the cases in 

the study, dropped slightly to 22 pe::':'cent in 1977, then increased to 23.7 percent 

in 1978. 

Juveniles, 16 years. of ·age and younger, showed a steady pattern of 

increased representation in the number of defendants. While only 9 percent of 
" 

drug charges were a.",aainst juveniles in 1976, 12 percent were juveniles in 

1977 and 1~.6 percent in 1978. The number of juveniles increased 35 percent 

from 1977 to 1978. In all three years, juveniles were most frequently 15 or 

16 years of age. 

Young adults, 19-21 years of age, wi.tnessed the fastest rate of 

increase, up 55 percent from 1977 to 1978 .. 

Young adult defendants were nearly t\vo a..'1d one half t:in:tE's as 

frequent as adults, and five times as frequent as juveniles. 

Residence by Region 

Table 2 shows a shift in the residence of defendants from 1976 

to 1978, to a more ell-en distribution' across the state. Toe metropolitan areas 

of Region VI (Boston), Region I (Springfield) and Region II (Worcester) no 
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longer dominate the incidence of drug cases. Region VII (Southeastern 

1mssachusetts and Cape Cod) reflected the fastest growing rate of drug 

arrests, up 291 percent since 1976. 

(Table. 2 about here) 

In 1978, the regions' were evenly distributed, each with about 

10-12 percent of the total number of defendants, with the exception of 

the greater cBoston area and Southeastern ~rassachusetts/Cape Cod .which each 

aCGOtmted for 18.2 percent. Out of state defendants accounted for 3.9 percent 

of the cases' in 1978, compared to 5 percent in 1977 and 2 percent in ~976. 

One should be cautious about the significance of these residential 

shifts, however. Inllle there may be some legit~ate changes in the incidence 

of drug crimes based on region, it is possibly rrore accurate to 'attribute 

these shifts to varying degree~ of police attention to drug offenses. 

Police discretion has not been measured as an independent 

variable in this study; however, one must acknowledge the potential 

the findings by overestimating the significance of regional shifts. error in 

Substance by Class 

Over the three-year period 1976-1978, the data reflects a steady 

reduction in the percent of defendants charged \vith Class A (heroin) offenses 

and an increase in Class D (marijuana) offenses. 

(Table 3 about here) 

Class A (heroin) crjJT]8s accounted for only 6.7 percent of the 

1978 cases, compared to 11 percent in 1977 and 16 percent in 1976. In terms 

of volume, Class A arrests decreased 29 percent fran 1977 to 1978. 

Marijuana (Class D) offenses represented 58.9 percent of the 1978 

drug ch"U'ges, compared to 60 percent in 1977 and 51 percent in 1976. However, 

a truer picture of the volu.rne 0: marlJuana c ar E . . h ges l'S appcu'ent in the 

5. 

dramatic '(93.7 percent) rise since 1976. Wh?re an esimated 5,187 drug 

defendants were charged with ma:rijuana of~enses in 1976, that number had 

risen to 8,580 in 1977 and 10~049 in 1978. 

All other drug classes remained relatively constant in percent 

distribution over the three-year period. Multiple offenses (where a 

person was charged with violations ofuvo or rrore classes of controlled 

substances) represented approximately 13 percent of the defenda~ts in all 

three years. Volurre of personscharged::with multiple classes of drug charges 

increased 78 percent from 1976 to 1978. 

Drug Distributors 

Since 1976, the Office of the Carmissioner of Probation has 

analyzed the type of controlled substance offense, compa:r:ing distributors 

and those charged with· possession or being in the presence of drugs (Glass A 

only) . 

(Table 4 about here) 

The percentage of persons charged \vith simple possession or 

being in the presence of Class A drugs is compared to. the percentage who were 

distributors or had quantities of drugs such that they probably intended to 

distribute. The category marked as "other" includes those· persons who did 

not clearly fit into either.category, such as uttering false prescriptions. 

and possessing hypodermic needles and syringes. 

In 1978, two-thirds of the drug defendants were charged with: 

possession, while 27.4 percent ,vere distributors, or had quantities such 

that they intended to distribute. These figures compare to 61 percent charged 

with possession in 1976 and 18 percent charged with distribution. 

The substantial reduction in the trother" category (-29 percent) 

from 1976 to 1978 ffi:'l.y be eA-plained by the apparent reduction in heroin (Class 
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A) use and associated paraphernalia .. 

(Table 5 about here) 

In 1977 and 1978, analysis was undertaken of drug distributors 

by class. Over the um year p~riod, notable shifts were noted in every 

drug class. 

The percent of the actual/intended distributors dealing in Class 

A drugs (heroin) declined in 1978 ,while CIG'ss B (amphetamines) distributors 

showed an increase in the same period. The Class B increase may be attributed 

to the 46.4 percent increase in Class B useage (ie. possession offenses). 

Class B distributors increased 92 percent from 1977 to 1978. 

Class C (hallucinogens, LSD, hashish) dropped from 9 percent 

of the distributors in 1977 to. 6.9 percent in 1978, while Class D (marijuana) 

distributors dropped from 44 percent to 26.9 percent of the distributors 

in 1977 and 1978 respectively. 

Class E (prescription d:ru.:,crs) increased slightly, but represented an 

insignificant sample. Distributors dealing in multiple classes of drugs 

increased from 11 to 17.6 percent when 1977 and 1978 records were compared. 

The volume of distributors charged wi th multiple classes of drug offenses 

increased substantially, up 117 percent from 1977 to 1978. 

Region by Class 

(insert Tables 6 and 7 about here) 

Tables 6 and 7 analyze the distribution of drug classes by 

residential region of the d..-vug defendants. Over one-half (55.1 percent) of 

the Class' A defendants in the 1978 sample weTe from Region VI (Boston), 

followed by 16.9 percent from Region I (Springfield). Not surprisingly, 

7. 

the Boston area also showed the highest frequency of Class B (28.0 percent) > 

Class C (34.8 percent) and Class E (30.4 percent) defendants. 

Class D (marijuana) defendants were evenly dispersed across the 

state. However, Region VII ($outheastem .Massachusetts and Cape Cod) showed 

a higher n~er of marijuana distributor defendants than any other region. 

Those charged \vith multiple classes of drug distribution offenses 

were also most frequent in the Region ~I area of Massachusetts. 

Simultaneous Offenses 

Table 8 illustrates the incidence of simultaneous offenses; that 

is, wha.t percent of drug defendants were charged with other offenses at the 

time of the drug arrest. 

(Table. 8 about here) 

While public opinion has often linked drug use with other crirnes 

the 1978 Drug Study found only limited validation for this theory. Sih.i:y­

one percent of the defendants \\ere charged with drug crimes only. Of the 

29 percent who had simultaneous offenses, 4 percent were for crirr.€s against 

persons. The remaining 35 percent were evenly distribllted between crimes 

against property, nntor vehicle offenses and public order crimes. 

Conclusions 

Heroin offenses showed a steady reduction (28 percent) in 

frequency from 1976 to 1978. On the other hand, marijuana offenses have 

increased 93. 7 percent when the same two years were compared. 

The study four..d a 19.9 percent overall :i.ncrease in the nurrlber 

of defendants charged with controlled substance violations (1976-1978); 

an estimated 17,056 defendants ... vere charged with drug crimes in 1978, 

com~ared to 14,222 in 1977 and 10,205 in 1976. 

1 
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More than half of a.ll drug charges were for possession or 

distribution of ma.r:.juana (Class D). While no data was prepared 'regarding 

the conviction rate, an esttmated 8,322 defendants were clk~ed with 

possession of marijuana in 1978. 

Young adults represented a fairly consistent two-thirds of 

all drug defendants over the three-year period, while .older adults 

accounted for about 23 percent of the cases and juveniles accounted for 

12 percent. 

Regional shifts were noted, but police discretion may be 

as relevant as._ any significant shifts in drug useage, based on 

geographical region. Police in major metropolitan areas may ha.ve a 

higher percentage of serious offenses to which they must alloc,.1 C8 ·t-imB 

and resources, than do their counterparts in less higl1ly populated ar,,-~as. 

'The number of drug arrests may be depende;nt on the priority to which the 

police chiefjcomnissioner places drug offenses vis-a-vis other crimes. 

------
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Table 1 - - Age 'at ll . .r:!:"ai§;n::::.e!:!t, Tb.:!:"ee Year Cor.rp:=t.risoD. - - Frequency &: Perc-ent 

197~ 
=---.!....::::. 

:t.L'1.der 14 5 - 1<1 -,) 
15-16 64 - 8% . 
i7-1B' 136 - 17% 
19-21. 199 - 25%' 
22-25 188 - 21,,,. 

-:"1'"3 

26 +: , 191 - 21,:/ 
'+;;} 

UP..knoT.-ffi 2-

785 - 9°,:1 .."r' 

1('"'7 :2..f.....o... • 

17 2r,{ /) 

106 - 10% 
21~3 22% 
195 .:.. 18% 
297 .- 27% . 
236 - 22% 

1~O9~ - 101% 

1918, 

33 - 2.5% 
133 - 10.1% 

. '258 - 19.7% 
-303 - 23-1i 
274 - 20.9% 
311 - 23-7% 

" 

Table 2 ,.., ..-. ~e~i,dence by ~egi.o!!,> Tb.:~"ee Yep-I""' Com;pa.riso~' - _ Fre9,uency and Percent 

Re'gion 1976 .. 1977. 1978 

I 131 - 17%' 153 - 14% 163 12.4% II 95 - 12% 164 - ' 157; J..38 10.5% III 76 - 10% 131 - 12% 167 12.7% IV 61 8'" 103 - 91~ 156 11.9% " V 85 11% 164 - 15% 160 12.2% VI 219 - 23j~ 183 - 17% 239 - 18 .2~~ VII ""1 - 8% 155 - 1 !.<;' 239 - 18.2% 0_ 
_--tJ;} 

O~lt of St ".'toe :7 - 2% hI - 5<;~ 50 - 3~9~ -. .' 
U ;:l}:,,-"1(,:H·;n ~o --, 

);, 

785 - 101;; 1,,094 - 100% 1)312 100;; 
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Cl~ 1976 . 1977 
1-978 . ---.. 

A 124. 1'~'" 125 0;:1 - 11~~ 89 6.7% B 56 .- 7% 56 - 57~ 82 6.3;; C 33 - 51, 1~5 - If/~ 46 3.5% D 399 ..:. 51% 660 60% - 173 58.9% E 16 - . 2% 
Nultiple 12 - 1% 23 1-8% 101 - 13% 136 - 12% 180 Other 47 - 6% 13:7% 
Up.}-..nown 1'" 

27 - 3% 56 4.3% 9 - /J 33 3~ 63 - ,~ 

4.8%. 
735 - 101% 1.094 -: :.,99% ._"1,:>312 loot 

Table 4 ~ ~ 1 e of Co~t~ql $ub~t~~ce Of~ense, Three Year Comnarison 

Offense 1976 . 197'[ 1978 

Possession or Present 542 - 61% 751 69% 880 67.1%. 
Dis-!:;ri bution or Iuten'!:: 11~1 - 18% 271~ 25% 360 27.4% 
Others 102 21% 69 6'" 72 5.5% j3 

705 lOJ7~ 1,094 100% 1,312 - 10O~ 

• 

Tab' e 5 - - Distri't.l'.tion by C12.ss .. T;.ro Year. CO'T:oarison (1976 data not. avail able ). 

Class 1977 

A ' 61 22;; 
B ' 25 9"" t> 

'" 22 9c1 '-' ,J 

D 120 4!~% 
E 1 
Nultiple 29 11% 
Unknmrn 16 - 6% 

274 - 101% 

.::.T:.::a::;:b:;::J.::.:e=--=6:...· _...::C:..:1::.:;a;;.:s;;.:s:...-.;b;::.::...f...:;R:.:..;e;;;;ion - 1 978 Infor:'ation 

REGION 

.I 
II 
III. 
IV 
V 
VI 
VII 
Out of" stete 

REGION 

I 
II 
III 
I~l 

if 
VI 
VII 
Out of S":;fltc 

CLASS 
A 

15 - - 16.9% 
7 - - 7 .9;~ 
4 l~. 5% 
1 1.1% 
6 6.7% 

49 55 .. 1% 
6 6.7% 
1. 1.1% 

89 100% 

CLASS 
1:' ..... 

1 4.4% 
1 1.; .4~~ 
3 13.0% 
2 8.7;'; 
), I7 . l~;~ ., 

7 30. !;;; 
5 21.7% 

23 1001 
---'---

CL.ll;.SS 
B 

.7 - - 8.5% 
2- 2.1~% 
8 9.8% 

11· _ r l7·1% 
8 9·8% 

.23 23.0% 
15 13.3% 

5 6.1% 

82 100;S 

I·IUL'I'I?LE 
13 r(.2% 
19 10.6% 
19 - - 10.6% 
22 1? ?'! 

.. _- --I) 

,.,,\. 
C,-, 13. 3;~ 
34 18. 95~ 
41 22.8% 
8 - - 4.4% 

180 100;!' 

1973 

64 17·8% 
1~8 13.3~; 
25 6.9% 

133 36·9% 
6 1.7%. 

63 17.6% 
21 

.. 
5.8% -

360 -. 100% 

CL..<iSS 
C 

3 6. 5J~ 
1 - - .2.2% 

10 - - 21.7% 
1.- - 2.2% 
4 8·7% 

16 -'- 34.8% 
9 - - 19.6% 
2 - - 4.3% 

46 10;)% 

o Th'ER 
5 8·9% 
3 5.3;'; 

12 21.h% 
8 1!~ , 3~~ 
9 16.i;; 

10 17. 9~~ 
9 16.1% 

5 Ei __ -.lQ.Q!.f. 

'., 

, 

CLASS 
D' 

1l.3 - - 14.6% 
'104 - - 13.4% 
101 - - 13.1% 
100 - - 12.9% 

, 85 - - 11.0% 
, 94 - :... 22.2% 
l45' -- 18.8% 

31 - - l~. 0%. 

773 100% 

lJ"NIGromr 
6 - :.... 9. 5j~ 
1 1.6% 

10 15·9% 
8 l2·7%, 

20 31. ~(;.~ 
6 9.5% 
9 - - 11~. 3% 
3 - - t; • 8;~ 

63 10"'-" .. \'I,,~ .-

." T : 
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Table 7 

~{.L1:; -l:Of.f 

I 
II 
III 
~ 
V 
VI 
VII 
Out of 
state 

Table 8 

Percent Distributi'.:rc. of Class bT Regio;:!. - 19~(8 I nfo:rmat ion. 

CIJ\.SS CT-4-='.SS C-·~~ 
':""'-.00 Cu~_3S C· .'~~ .!..!..-tv::' 

A B C D E f,11.l1 tip1e Other UrL1mm+-rr Tot.als 
1.1~~ .5% ?-:t . . -I' 8. 6~~ .1% 1.0/; .4% '.51> 12.lt%· 

.5% .2% .1% 7.9% .1% 1.4% .2% '.1$ 10.5%' 
3<i .6% A:-f 7.7% .2% 1.4% .9% .1% 12.6% 

'" I~ .. """J.3 

.1~~ 1.1% .1% 1.6% .2% 1.7% • .6% .6% - 12.01>-

.5% .6% .3% 6.4% .3% 1.8% .7% 1.5% 22.1% 
3.7% 1.8% 1.2% 7.2% :5% 2.6% .7% .5% 18.2% 

.5% 1.1% 7;/ 11.1% . 4'" 3.1% .7% . 7rif 18.3% • f'J " fa .... J) 

.. 1% . 4~~ .2;; 2.4% .6% .• 2% 3 .• 9% 

--
6.8% 6.3% 3.6~ 28 .2;1, 1.8% 13.6% l~. 2% 4·Sd . 

~ 100% 
---

Simulta.'rJ.eQu~ Ofi'ens.-2s -' 1978 Statisti.cs. Clas.~ of Ot'tense &- Percent 

OFti,1iSE 

Drug r)n1y 
Against Person 
Against Prop<.:rty 
Sex. 

Again3t Public O~~~~ 

802 
60 

145 
3 

l~n 
155 

PERCENT 

61.1% 
4.6% 

11.1% 
• 2j~ 

11,2;; 
11 . 8~; 
100~~' 

: . 

i. 
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