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The 2016 UN General Assembly Special Session 
(UNGASS) on drugs was a watershed moment in 
drug policy. It brought about a rare opportunity 
to reconsider the global paradigm on drugs and 
to chart a new direction. The process was notable 
for the unprecedented involvement of civil soci-
ety, communities, UN entities, and human rights 
experts. The Special Session placed public health, 
human rights, and communities closer to the cen-
tre of drug policy making. It also paved the way for 
a better alignment of the UN drug control regime 
with the rest of the UN system, and created valu-
able momentum for new debates and advocacy at 
national level. However, the UNGASS fell short of 
introducing genuine reform of the norms and in-
stitutions of the international drug control system.

This report examines the progress that has been 
made as a result of the 2016 UNGASS, to determine 
the role of the global drug control regime in shap-
ing such change. To do so, it draws on UN data and 
reporting, research by academia, civil society and 
community organisations, and a civil society sur-
vey amongst IDPC members and partners.

The report concludes with four forward-looking 
conclusions: 

•	 Civil society and community organisations play 
a critical role in drug policy, but continue to be 
sidelined, underfunded, and face increasing 
threats and attacks.

•	 The UN drug control treaties need urgent mod-
ernisation to adapt to new realities and remain 
!t for purpose.

•	 A rights, health and development-oriented 
UN drug control system requires a thorough 
recon!guration of the drug control architec-
ture with strong and systematic inter-agency 
cooperation.

•	 There is a clear need for regular discussions on 
drug policy at the UN, but the CND’s agenda and 
working method must change.

1. Evolving realities, trends and 
emerging and persistent challenges

The UNGASS Outcome Document chapter on ‘Evolv-
ing realities, trends and emerging and persistent 
challenges and threats’ mainly focused on the 
emergence of new psychoactive substances (NPS) 
and other synthetic drugs, and the increasing use 
of the Internet. Ten years on, no progress has been 
made in addressing these challenges, while new 
ones have emerged.

In the past ten years, illegal drug markets have be-
come more complex and dangerous, with a grow-
ing availability of synthetic stimulants and opioids 
such as fentanyl and nitazenes. The increasing vol-
atility of an unregulated, unpredictable and toxic 
drug supply has led to an explosion in the number 
of overdose deaths in North America. Punitive drug 
control measures have often fuelled these shifts, 
pushing markets toward new and riskier substanc-
es. Drug control e!orts have been similarly unable 
to tackle digital markets. Drug sales now thrive 
through social media, dark web platforms and de-
livery apps. At the same time, there are growing 
human rights concerns regarding the use of sur-
veillance technologies in drug policy.

These challenges have taken place amidst geo-
political upheaval. Decision making by consensus 
– which had been the norm in international drug 
policy debates for decades – broke at the CND in 
2024. With this shift came signi"cant change: the 
"rst-ever CND resolution explicitly supporting 
harm reduction in 2024, and the creation of an in-
dependent panel of experts in 2025 to review the 
UN drug control system. 

2. Improving coherence in a UN 
system in crisis

The 2016 UNGASS was a turning point in bringing 
together a broad range of UN entities to discuss the 
health, rights and development dimensions of drug 
policy. Notable progress has ensued in the decade 
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since. In 2018, the UN System Common Position on 
drugs was adopted, mandating all UN agencies to 
support evidence-based, human rights-centred, 
and development-oriented approaches, including 
harm reduction, decriminalisation, and meaning-
ful civil society participation. A UN Task Team was 
established to implement the Common Position, 
but its impact has been limited, largely due to the 
half-hearted coordination role of the United Na-
tions O#ce on Drugs and Crime (UNODC). 

The UNODC’s track record on harm reduction and 
decriminalisation has remained poor, as has its 
willingness to fully integrate a human rights-based 
approach into its work. The International Narcotics 
Control Board (INCB) has adopted clearer positions 
on the conventions’ $exibility in allowing decrimi-
nalisation, medical cannabis and various harm re-
duction interventions, but has been reluctant to 
engage constructively on legal regulation or the 
rights of Indigenous Peoples. 

The most signi"cant progress of the past 10 years 
has come from the UN human rights system. The 
Human Rights Council (HRC) has adopted progres-
sively stronger resolutions on drug policy, embed-
ding the topic as a central part of its mandate, and 
of the work of the O#ce of the UN High Commis-
sioner for Human Rights (OHCHR). In parallel, hu-
man rights treaty bodies have provided dozens of 
recommendations related to drug policy in coun-
try reviews, while special procedure mandates 
have consistently called for an end to punitive 
drug policies. However, the national implementa-
tion of these standards has been limited, and Vi-
enna-based entities remain reluctant to recognise 
these developments.

3. Health responses to drug use

The 2016 UNGASS was an opportunity to recognise 
public health as a key component of global drug 
policy. Since then, the expansion of harm reduction 
and evidence-based treatment for people who use 
drugs has been limited. Criminalisation, stigma, 
chronic underfunding, lack of political will and low 
prioritisation in health responses persist, with little 
improvement in health outcomes.

An estimated 316 million people aged 15-64 used 
drugs in 2023 – representing a 28% increase com-
pared to data reported in 2016. People who in-
ject drugs continue to be more vulnerable to HIV, 
hepatitis B and C. Between 2016 and 2021, over 
2,678,000 deaths were attributed to drug use.  

In the USA alone, a staggering 772,700 people died 
from overdose between 2016 and 2024, largely 
driven by synthetic opioids.

The availability of harm reduction interventions has 
improved since 2016, along with stronger support 
for harm reduction across UN agencies and hu-
man rights bodies. However, coverage remains far 
below the scale necessary to signi"cantly impact 
health outcomes. Harm reduction for drug use oth-
er than through injection of opioids also remains 
limited. The UNODC estimates that only one in 12 
people dependent on drugs receive some form of 
drug dependence treatment.

Women, LGBTQI+ people, young people, Indige-
nous Peoples and ethnic minorities remain partic-
ularly underserved. Funding for harm reduction – 
historically very low – is now facing a major crisis as 
international donors, notably the USA, have with-
drawn their "nancial support.

4. Access to controlled medicines

An entire chapter of the UNGASS Outcome Docu-
ment was dedicated to improving adequate access 
to controlled medicines. A decade later, the prob-
lem remains unresolved. More than 150 countries 
– home to 80% of the world’s population – report 
underconsumption of essential opioid-based med-
icines. Only 14% of the global supply of medical 
morphine reaches low- and middle-income coun-
tries. The chronic under-provision of opioid agonist 
therapy (OAT) is also a major cause of concern. 

The international drug control regime has contrib-
uted to overly restrictive national regulations, with 
an over-emphasis on the fear of diversion, strict bu-
reaucratic and logistical regulations, and a focus on 
protecting the interests of the pharmaceutical in-
dustry located in the Global North. This has result-
ed in high prices, substance bans, lack of trained 
professionals, cultural bias, and very limited cov-
erage, particularly outside urban areas. Increased 
attention to this problem by the CND and the INCB 
has not resulted in signi"cant change.

On a more positive note, 45 countries have adopt-
ed laws and policies to improve access to medicinal 
cannabis since 2016, bringing the global total to 
63. In 2020, the CND also voted to reschedule can-
nabis, acknowledging its therapeutic use. However, 
national frameworks are often criticised for exces-
sive regulation, heavy administrative requirements 
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and high costs, which continue to push many pa-
tients toward the illegal market. 

In recent years there has been a marked expan-
sion of the use of psychedelics for the treatment 
of depression, PTSD, other mental health issues 
and drug dependence. Nonetheless, these remain 
mostly limited to clinical trials or small-scale initia-
tives in high-income countries.

5. Human rights

The commitment to address the world drug sit-
uation ‘with full respect’ for human rights is a 
mainstay of international drug policy documents, 
including the UNGASS Outcome Document. How-
ever, despite the proliferation of normative guid-
ance by the UN human rights system, progress on 
the human rights dimension of drug policy on the 
ground has been scarce. Of the 59 responses to the 
IDPC civil society survey, only "ve reported an im-
provement in the national human rights situation 
related to drugs. 

In the past decade, several countries launched na-
tional anti-drug campaigns that led to the killing of 
hundreds of persons suspected of using or being in-
volved with drugs. A small group of Member States 
continue to impose the death penalty for drug of-
fences, which represent 40% of all known execu-
tions worldwide. Draconian drug laws continue to 
drive high incarceration rates. Drug control is still 
linked to reports of torture, ill-treatment, and exclu-
sion from social, economic, and cultural rights. New 
technologies have expanded the State’s capacity 
for surveillance by digital and physical means. The 
disproportionate impact of drug laws on marginal-
ised and oppressed populations on the basis of race, 
class, gender and sexual orientation, as well as on 
children and youth, is now well documented. 

On a more positive note, initiatives to decriminal-
ise and legally regulate cannabis can result in dra-
matic declines in arrests for drug possession. These 
reforms demonstrate that drug policy can be used 
to protect human dignity and health. These inno-
vations have taken place despite the global drug 
control regime, rather than because of it. 

6. Human security

The protection of human security through the pre-
vention of drug-related crime and violence is one 
of the core objectives of the UNGASS Outcome 
Document. The last ten years have seen a trend  

towards the securitisation of narratives, policies 
and budgets in drug policy, which have often led to 
the deprioritisation of health approaches. Extreme-
ly harsh security policies against drug tra#cking 
and ‘gangs’ have also gained support despite their 
severe impact on human rights. States of emer-
gency and militarised interventions have further 
threatened human security, whilst violating inter-
national human rights law. 

Despite the political and "nancial resources allocated 
to supply reduction, these e!orts have failed to shrink 
illegal drug operations. Booming markets, such as 
that of cocaine, generate billions in income each year 
for organised crime. At the same time, pro"ts gen-
erated by illegal drug production continue to fund 
armed con$icts in countries like Colombia, Myan-
mar or Syria.

Mounting evidence shows that law enforcement 
strategies aimed at disrupting tra#cking organisa-
tions have often been counterproductive. Instead 
of reducing supply, they have fragmented criminal 
groups, creating more dynamic and violent compe-
tition over illegal markets. Regrettably, the negative 
security consequences of these failed strategies 
have only been used as further argument for milita-
risation and securitisation, rather than to encourage 
an evidence-based reassessment of drug strategies. 

7. Legal regulation

The most signi"cant shift in global drug policy since 
2016 has been the emergence of legal regulation 
as a credible approach to drugs. Over 380 million 
people now live in jurisdictions where recreation-
al cannabis is legal, with markets having been cre-
ated in Africa, Asia, Europe, and the Americas. The 
renewed interest in psychedelics may soon drive a 
new wave of regulatory innovation.

Regulatory frameworks di!er across jurisdictions, 
and their success in promoting health, safety, and 
human rights depends largely on how they are 
designed. While legal regulation may increase 
the prevalence of adult use of cannabis, it can 
also improve health outcomes through tighter 
regulations, evidence-based information shar-
ing, and improved access to health and treat-
ment services. Some models of regulation have 
been e!ective at replacing the illegal market, thus 
shrinking the income of organised crime. Legal 
regulation has also successfully reduced the num-
ber of arrests for cannabis possession, and has re-
sulted in the mass erasure of criminal records for  
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cannabis-related o!ences, with positive impacts 
on the lives of thousands. Importantly, several ju-
risdictions have included equity elements in legal 
frameworks.

Instead of facilitating constructive space for dis-
cussion on the tensions between legal regulation 
and the UN drug control framework, the INCB has 
consistently opposed this shift, whilst debates 
at the CND have been highly politicised, and re-
moved from the evidence. This resistance has 
slowed or blocked reforms in some regions, but it 
has not stopped the global spread of legal regu-
lation. At the same time, responsible regulation is 
now explicitly supported by the OHCHR, the UN  
development Programme (UNDP) and the UN Spe-
cial Rapporteur on the right to health. 

8. Development

An estimated 800,000 households – concentrat-
ed in the world’s most impoverished regions – are 
involved in the cultivation of crops destined to il-
legal markets. The UNGASS Outcome Document 
dedicated a whole section to development, and 
recognised that socio-economic issues are a main 
driver for the involvement of these communities in 
the illegal market. Since 2016, CND resolutions on 
alternative development have become increasing-
ly ambitious and nuanced. 

However, these normative improvements have co-
incided with the continuation of top-down practic-
es at national level, with alternative development 
programmes prioritising crop substitution having 
been largely ine!ective at improving livelihoods 
for rural communities. They have lacked commu-
nity participation and legitimacy, and have been 
mired with $aws in design and implementation. 

A growing number of countries in Africa, the Ca-
ribbean and Latin America have now regulated the 
production of cannabis for medical and industrial 
purposes, primarily with the goal of exporting it 
to the Global North. However, stringent technical 
standards and high production costs create signif-
icant barriers to entry, e!ectively excluding tradi-
tional small-scale growers from the legal market. To 
seize legal regulation as an opportunity for sustain-
able development, civil society has proposed alter-
native models based on the principles of the fair-
trade movement and the concept of just transition.

The UNGASS Outcome Document was the "rst 
high-level declaration on drugs to mention Indig-
enous Peoples. Indigenous advocacy has become 

increasingly visible at the CND. Advocates have 
also drawn attention to the impact of drug con-
trol on religious and cultural practices central to 
Indigenous Peoples. However, aside from Bolivia’s 
important decision to trigger a critical review of 
the coca leaf, there has been no broader e!ort by 
the UN or Member States to examine the con$icts 
between the global drug control regime and Indig-
enous rights, or to consider the reforms needed to 
bring them into alignment.

9. Environment and climate

The global drug control system has paid growing 
attention to the implications of illegal drug markets 
for the environment and climate change. While the 
overall scale of these impacts is di#cult to measure 
– and UNODC "gures are disputed – it is clear that 
in certain contexts, such as the Amazon basin, drug 
production and tra#cking contribute to serious 
problems such as deforestation, land grabbing and 
biodiversity loss.

Several Member States have taken the lead in rais-
ing this issue in Vienna, funding UNODC research 
and proposing the "rst-ever resolution on drugs 
and the environment in 2025. These initiatives em-
phasise the links between organised crime and en-
vironmental damage, often proposing intensi"ed 
supply reduction e!orts as the main solution.

This approach, however, may be counterproduc-
tive. Research indicates that law enforcement ac-
tions worsen environmental damage by displacing 
illegal drug activities into new, remote, and more 
environmentally fragile areas – as is the case in Cen-
tral America and the Amazon basin. At the same 
time, supply reduction operations have a troubling 
track record of harming ecosystems, for instance 
through the use of toxic herbicides. There is an 
urgent need to explore alternative strategies that 
prioritise communities’ right to a clean, healthy and 
sustainable environment, and that promote envi-
ronmentally responsible regulation.

10. Meaningful civil society 
engagement 

In 2016, the UNGASS on drugs created a momen-
tum to broaden the drug policy reform movement 
by bringing civil society and community organisa-
tions from related "elds into the discussion. Since 
then, the movement has become stronger and 
more coordinated, with growing participation from 
Indigenous Peoples and organisations focused on 
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racial justice, environmental protection and digital 
rights. Campaigns like ‘Support Don’t Punish’ have 
played a major role in uniting these e!orts.

However, this progress has taken place amid a 
global trend of shrinking civic space. According 
to IDPC’s civil society survey, only 30% of respon-
dents reported improvements in civic space within 
their countries. ‘War on drugs’ narratives and pol-
icies have often resulted in civil society and com-
munity-led organisations being targeted by law 
enforcement, excluded from policy making, or at-
tacked through smear campaigns – a trend that is 
particularly clear in Eastern Europe and Central Asia. 
The rise of authoritarian and far-right politics has  

further restricted civil society space. Even where civil 
society is formally consulted, its ability to meaning-
fully in$uence drug policy remains limited.

On a positive note, over the past decade civil so-
ciety participation in UN drug policy debates has 
improved, including at the CND. The COVID-19 
pandemic opened new doors for accessibility, with 
hybrid CND meetings and, since 2023, full broad-
casts and recordings on UN Web TV. That said, re-
cent funding cuts to both the UN system and civil 
society threaten participation. Protecting this space 
is essential to ensure informed, inclusive debate at 
this critical moment for global drug policy.


