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Introduction 
  
The 2016 UNGASS on drugs was hailed as an op-
portunity ‘to conduct a wide-ranging and open 
debate that considers all options’.1 Although the 
UNGASS fell short of expectations, it was none-
theless a critical moment for global drug policy 
reform.2 The next opportunity to build on pro-
gress made will be in 2019, when the 2009 Politi-
cal Declaration and Plan of Action3 will be up for 
review. The document established 2019 ‘as a 
target date for States to eliminate or reduce sig-
nificantly and measurably’ illicit drug supply and 
demand, the diversion and trafficking of precur-
sors and money laundering.4 Evidence from the 
UN itself shows that these targets are unachiev-
able.5  

 
Yet the existence of a ten-year Plan of Action 
from 2009 inherently implies a review, renewal 
or some form of closure in 2019.6 The holding of 
the 2016 UNGASS – an event that was originally 
unforeseen in the lead up to 2019 – has resulted 
in procedural uncertainties for the mandate, 
procedure, coordination, nature or outcomes of 
the 2019 event. The 60th Session of CND will be a 
key opportunity for member states to discuss the 
2019 process, in particular with the negotiation 
of Resolution E/CN.7/2017/L.9 entitled ‘Prepara-
tions for the sixty-second session of the Commis-
sion on Narcotic Drugs in 2019’.7 To inform the 
discussions, this IDPC advocacy note outlines key 
issues and possible options for 2019, drawing 
lessons from the 2009 process.8  
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Drawing from the 2009 process  

At the 1998 UNGASS, member states agreed a 
Political Declaration that aimed for ‘significant 
and measurable results in the field of demand 
reduction’ and ‘eliminating or reducing signifi-
cantly’ illicit crop cultivation by 2008.9  
 
When this target year came around, proposals 
for convening another UNGASS were dismissed. 
Instead, ‘to allow additional time for conducting 
an objective, scientific, balanced and transparent 
global assessment’,10 member states decided to 
divide the review process into three stages: 1) a 
thematic debate at the 2008 CND to discuss the 
outcomes of an assessment by UNODC on the 
global progress against the 1998 Political Decla-
ration; 2) a subsequent ‘period of reflection’ dur-
ing which five intergovernmental expert working 
groups elaborated a number of recommenda-
tions;11,12 and 3) the negotiation of the new Polit-
ical Declaration and Plan of Action, adopted at a 
High-Level Meeting in Vienna in March 2009, 
structured under three pillars: demand reduc-
tion, supply reduction and international coopera-
tion. Civil society fed into the process through 
consultations and meetings resulting in the ‘Be-
yond 2008 Declaration’.13 This three-stage pro-
cess could be a useful model for member states 
to consider – albeit for refinement rather than 
replication. 
 

Box 1. Building upon the UNGASS Out-
come Document  

 
The UNGASS Outcome Document represents the 
most recent global consensus on drugs, and 
should therefore not be side-lined in 2019. Its 
seven-chapter structure is a vast improvement on 
the three pillars of the 2009 Political Declaration, 
and should be maintained for future UN drugs 

documents and processes as it better links the 
cross-cutting nature of the key drug control 
objective to protect the health and welfare of 
humankind, with the key priorities of the UN 
system – human rights, peace and security 
and development – and the recently estab-
lished SDGs. The language from 2016 is also an 
improvement on 2009 and before – and all efforts 
should be made to consolidate these gains.14 

A three-step process for 2019 

Step 1: An independent and honest review 
2019 will be an opportunity for an evaluation – 
ideally via an independent or cross-UN process – 
to explore progress made against the last Politi-
cal Declaration between 2009 and 2019. This 
should also provide an honest assessment of the 
failures of global drug control, and its negative 
impacts on health, security, human rights and 
poverty – an assessment that failed to material-
ise at the 2014 mid-term review and the 2016 
UNGASS. 
 
Step 2: A period of reflection and debate 
This period would consist in a series of expert 
group meetings – or thematic CND inter-
sessionals – focusing on each chapter of the 
UNGASS Outcome Document: drugs and health; 
access to controlled substances; drugs and 
crime; cross-cutting issues (human rights, youth, 
children, women and communities); evolving 
realities, trends, threats and challenges; interna-
tional cooperation (including UN system-wide 
coherence); and development. These meetings 
should result in the development of recommen-
dations and new guidelines and indicators to 
move the international drug control system for-
ward. The recommendations should not rely on 
consensus, in order to truly highlight differing 
perspectives on drug policy, and consider all op-
tions, including those that may be outside of the 
scope of the international drug control conven-
tions. A set of new indicators reflecting the 7 
thematic areas should also be incorporated in 
the Annual Reports Questionnaires (ARQs) to 
monitor progress. 
 
To ensure open and inclusive discussions, these 
processes should ensure that all relevant UN 
entities, civil society, academia and affected 
populations are able to participate. With respect 
to the participation of UN bodies, this is clearly 
mandated in General Assembly resolution 
A/C.3/71/L.10/Rev.1.15 In addition, in order to 
truly reflect coherence across the UN family, the 
meetings should be co-chaired by the CND and 
other relevant UN agencies: for example the 
United Nations Development Programme on 
development issues, the Office of the High 
Commissioner on Human Rights on human rights 
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issues, UNAIDS for health issues, the World 
Health Organisation for debates relating to ac-
cess to controlled medicines, etc. 
 

Box 2. Improving UN system-wide  
coherence  
 
The fact that the CND has been given a leading 
role on drug policy matters does not mean it 
holds a monopoly. The mandates of other 
branches of the UN system very much intersect 
with drug policy, so close coordination is a pre-
requisite for a balanced and comprehensive ap-
proach. The gains that were made during the 
UNGASS in terms of engaging other UN agencies16 
and a strong presence for civil society17 need to 
be protected and structurally built in for 2019. 
This requires establishing: 
 

 Clear criteria about UN system-wide coher-
ence and inter-agency collaboration 
 

 Rules of procedure that ensure equal access 

for all UN member states in the process, not-

ing that many member states do not have 

permanent representation in Vienna 
 

 Mechanisms to ensure meaningful civil soci-
ety participation  

 

 A preparatory committee that embodies 
those principles and represents all relevant 
stakeholders 

 

 The appointment of a Special Advisor by the 
UN Secretary General to facilitate the in-
volvement of the whole UN system in the 
2019 process. 

 
Step 3: Drafting a new outcome document 
It is unlikely that another UNGASS will be held in 
2019, with current proposals leaning towards a 
high-level segment of the 62nd CND in Vienna, 
possibly accompanied by increased attention to 
the drugs issue on the agendas of the World 
Health Assembly, the Human Rights Council and 
ECOSOC.  
 
During the UNGASS process, frustrations over 
the legitimacy, exclusivity and lack of transpar-
ency were compounded by the actions of the 
UNGASS Board – and most negotiations took 
place  behind  closed  doors.  To  ensure  that this 
 

opaque and unaccountable process is not re-
peated in 2019, member states should consider 
putting in place mechanisms to ensure transpar-
ency, inclusivity and accountability in the discus-
sions. Crucially, a meaningful role should be giv-
en to all member states, UN entities and other 
stakeholders in Vienna, New York, Geneva and 
elsewhere – the appointment of a Special Advi-
sor by the UN Secretary General to facilitate the 
active involvement of the whole UN system 
would therefore yield significant benefits.18 
 
Whether there will be a new global commitment 
on drugs for the 2020-2030 period remains to be 
decided. What is clear is that the 2009 Political 
Declaration is now obsolete and should not be 
renewed or extended. Any discussions or new 
text should take the 2016 UNGASS outcomes as 
a starting point, rely on the recommendations of 
the thematic discussions highlighted in Step 2 
above, and be strongly linked to the 2030 Agen-
da for Sustainable Development.19  
 
In both 2009 and 2016, any language considered 
as ‘controversial’ was quickly filtered out, wa-
tered down or ignored in the consensus-based 
negotiations.20 Given the current political ten-
sions between member states on so many drug-
related issues, the advantages of other types of 
documents should be considered. For example, a 
‘proceedings report’ would reflect the breadth of 
discussions and capture any disagreements 
without upholding the façade of global consen-
sus. Alternatively, a report picturing different 
perspectives and scenarios for 2020-2030 may 
also have merits, using a methodology similar to 
the one successfully used by the Organization of 
American States in 2013.21  
 
Regardless of the document format, the 2019 
process needs to be far more open and trans-
parent to allow for genuine debate – and instead 
of being yet another uninspiring consensus-
based negotiation exercise, should focus on 
practical recommendations reflecting the diver-
gence of views and the ongoing exploration of 
new approaches to address drug-related prob-
lems more effectively and coherently in the com-
ing decade.  
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