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Foreword

Drug policy is about good and bad governance and government at global, national and local levels. It is about striking the right balance in policies that would ensure both the equality and safety of all and the autonomy/freedom of every citizen, a debate that has been ongoing in our societies from the times of Plato’s Republic to contemporary politics. Few specific policy areas, however, have been as controversial in this respect as that of drug policy, since the endorsement of the International Drug Control Conventions by United Nations member states over 30 years ago and the subsequent implementation of prohibition-based law enforcement policies across the world.

I warmly welcome Axel Klein and Blaine Stothard’s initiative, together with a broad circle of experts, to review the current tensions in the field, ahead of the 2019 UN summit aimed at assessing the 10-year achievements of the 2009 political declaration and action plan on drugs.

The tensions are many, exemplified throughout this volume through the analysis of country contexts, issues relating to specific substances, access to controlled medicines, metrics and human rights.

The first and obvious tension resides in the contraposition between the steady increase in illicit drug availability and consumption documented in the last 10 years; and the original aim set up by the Political declaration to ‘eliminate or significantly reduce illicit drug supply and demand and the diversion and trafficking of precursors’. One may wonder for how long a number of governments will refuse to admit the simple reality that demand for psychoactive substances will always be there; that as long as prohibition will remain, supply will come from parallel criminal sources; and that prohibition-based policies have not only failed in their own objectives of decreasing illicit drug production and use but have actually proven harmful for the health and rights of people and fuelled a criminal economy.

Another tension of the current debate resides between governments and theorists who wish to stick to the outdated/unrealistic political orientation of 2009 and those who will promote a fresh and modernised look at drug policies based on evidence, building on the progressive language adopted at the 2016 UNGASS on drugs, the follow up of which is a mandate of the Commission on Narcotic Drugs in the 2016–2019 interval.

The major tension – it seems to me – is more fundamental: whether the debate should be about the governance of substances or about the welfare of people. Clearly, there remains a huge gap between the original objective of the Conventions to ensure ‘the health and welfare of mankind’ and the reality that prohibition-based policies have generated for people on the ground: a ‘war on drugs’ that turned into a war against people who use drugs; an international black market that fuels corruption, spreads violence and insecurity for citizens; mass incarceration of people who use drugs; the spread of HIV/AIDS and Hepatitis C; epidemics of overdose; stigmatisation and marginalisation of people who use drugs across the world, who continue to live under the threat of arrest and face often unsurmountable obstacles to access services and treatment.

The latter tension pertains to the interference of government and policies with human life and to ways by which political power, here based on enforcement of prohibition of certain substances, has regulated/prohibited conducts and behaviours, something that Michel Foucault referred to as ‘biopower’ and ‘biopolitics’.

The 2019 debate on drug policy should, however, go beyond the question of regulating behaviours based on the pretext of regulating a substance. It should start from restoring the value of the lives of people who use drugs and their dignity. People who use drugs are criminalised and discriminated against on a daily basis in almost every country of the world, and repressive prohibition policies impact on their health, life expectancy and quality of life. The issue here is about how governments and policies at all levels address human lives and put different price tags on different lives; it is about policies that target certain groups of the population whose lives have less value to governments; it is about the fundamental tension between global ethics that promote the universal value of human life and the reality of political management of lives in the frame of repressive drug policies.

Mike Trace’s analysis in this volume rightly states that the lack of international consensus at the 2016 UNGASS should be seen as a positive development and the end of an era during which member states have worked hard to maintain unity behind a single global strategy of widespread punishment of consumers and suppliers. A consensus that was based on considering illicit drugs as ‘evil’ rather than focussing on people.

It is now time to shift the debate from substances to people; start the discussion on policies with a people’s perspective, people’s fundamental liberties and rights and people’s health. This will be the main challenge for debating the future of drug policy in Vienna next year and the next 10 years’ plan of action.

Michel Kazatchkine
Special Advisor to the Joint United Nations Program on AIDS (UNAIDS)
in Eastern Europe and Central Asia
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