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Introduction

Drug abuse is a rapidly growing global health issue that has severe physical and
psychiatric consequences. The WHO estimates that over 39 million people across the world
are estimated to be suffering from drug use-related disorders. Different classes of substances
exist, like stimulants (e.g. amphetamines), opioids (e.g. heroin) and synthetic drugs (e.g.
fentanyl). These can lead to issues such as addiction, organ damage, mental health concerns
and even death. The wider societal implications of this are immense, including disrupting
families, communities and national healthcare systems.

Because the impact goes beyond the individual user, potential responses should
balance public health, law enforcement and human rights. The UNODC supports this by
working with governments and other organisations to strengthen prevention, education,
treatment, rehabilitation and more.

In this committee, delegates will be focusing on reducing both the physical and
psychiatric harm caused by drug abuse. A lot of the debate will surround improving

prevention and treatment, public awareness and promoting international cooperation.

Definition of Key Terms

1. Drug Abuse: Use of an illegal drug or a medicine that changes a person’s feelings or
behaviour in a way that is harmful to them physically and mentally

2. Addiction: A chronic disease characterised by drug seeking and use that is
compulsive, or difficult to control, despite harmful consequences

3. Harm reduction: Activities that are intended to minimise the negative physical and
social impact incurred by the behaviours related to drug use

4. Synthetic Drugs: Man-made substances which are designed to mimic or enhance

the effects of an existing drug



5. Decriminalisation: Changing laws to no longer treat certain acts as criminal
offences while still keeping some level of regulation

6. Legalisation: the action of making something that was previously illegal
permissible by law.

7. Cocaine: Cocaine is a highly addictive stimulant drug that is made from the dried
leaves of the coca plant, which is native to South America.

8. Punitive measures: Actions taken to impose penalties or punishment on
individuals or groups in response to unlawful behaviour, often with the goal of

deterring others from doing similar acts

Background Information
Drug classifications and their effects

There are many different ways to classify drugs, each with its own respective effects.
They can more or less be sorted into one of five types. Firstly, depressants, which slow down
the nervous system. Examples of depressants include tranquillisers and alcohol. Secondly,
the opposite of depressants are stimulants, which speed up the nervous system, increasing
energy and alertness. This category includes cafteine as well as cocaine. Thirdly,
hallucinogens alter perception, thoughts, and feelings. Examples include LSD and
mushrooms. Fourth, inhalants are volatile substances that produce psychoactive vapours
when inhaled. Examples include solvents and aerosols. Fifth, Opioids, which are used as
pain relievers in a medical context, but their use can spiral out of control. Examples of

opioids are morphine and heroin.
Historical drug policy

Over the last century, different laws, approaches and treaties have been put into

place to deal with the rise of drugs seen in everyday life. In 1906, a bill by the U.S. Congress



was passed in order to, among other things, ban the sale of goods that contained harmful
substances. Just a few years later, there were international conventions in Shanghai and The
Hague on opium, marking the first time that a treaty was signed to limit the trade and
production of a drug. The League of Nations also regularly convened to discuss issues
regarding opium. See the ‘UN Involvement, Relevant Resolutions, Treaties, and Events’

section for more information on UN action.
Case study: War on Drugs

One particularly important case study of drug policy is the War on Drugs in the U.S.
On June 17th 1971, U.S. President Richard Nixon coined the term The War on Drugs’
referencing his plans to enforce stricter drug controls in the United States. In his words,
drug abuse was “public enemy number one”. He also oversaw the creation of the Drug
Enforcement Agency (DEA) to manage government drug control. Under Ronald Reagan,
these plans were only expanded. This period saw a focus on demand reduction, including
minimum sentences for drug offences, increased funding for law enforcement, as well as
other campaigns like “Just say no”. Arguably, some of these mandatory minimum sentences
turther perpetuated racial inequality in the justice system. For example, possession of five
grams of ‘crack’, the street name for a solid form of cocaine, warranted a minimum sentence
of five years. On the other hand, 500 grams of powdered cocaine had the same penalty. Data
showed that African Americans disproportionately consumed ‘crack’ whereas the powder
was more often consumed by a whiter and richer population. The military also got
involved, as the U.S. sought to intercept drugs in foreign countries before they reached
American shores. This military interdiction was especially prevalent in Latin America.
Today, the war on drugs is largely seen as a failure. Some of the major consequences include
being a large driver of the high prison population, having a high cost, as well as having

limited effectiveness at actually reducing drug usage.



Current Situation
Shifting approaches

Across the world, an increasing number of nations are turning away from focusing
on punitive measures and are gradually adopting more rehabilitative measures. A host of
countries have also moved to decriminalise and/or legalise certain drugs like cannabis. For
example, in 2001, Portugal became the first country in the European Union to
decriminalise all drugs. This radical shift away from traditional approaches to drugs arose
after the country battled with a heroin epidemic in the 90’s. Portuguese officials wished to
treat addiction as a public health issue and not a criminal one. The combination of
decriminalisation and more harm reduction measures, like enabling addicts to seek the help

they need, led to a large drop in drug-related deaths.

Major Parties Involved and Their Views
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC)

UNODOC is one of the biggest organisations in charge of tackling illicit drugs,
multinational organised crime, terrorism, corruption, and managing certain treaties. It
focuses on law enforcement and public health. UNODC also aids countries in tackling
major cartels and trafficking networks. They are also the world's largest collector of global

drug data which helps governments and researchers.
World Health Organisation (WHO)

The WHO focuses on the prevention and treatment of drug use disorders as well as
reviewing and assessing controlled substances. Their general focus is on medical
approaches. For example, they create guidelines for treating opioid dependance, managing

overdose and creating prevention programs.



Commission on Narcotic Drugs (CND)

While the role of the CND has changed slightly since its inception in 1946, today it
acts as a governing body within the UNODC, creating drug policy, providing guidance to

the UN, as well as monitoring global drug issues.
Organisation of American States (OAS)

In 2013, the Secretary General of the OAS put forward a report titled “The drug
problem in the Americas’ outlining potential alternatives to approaching the illegal drug
trade. This has come as a result of an increase in killings related to organised crime and the
illegal drug trade, especially in countries like Mexico, Colombia and El Salvador to name a
tew. The report explored multiple scenarios, from keeping the current prohibitionist

framework to considering decriminalisation and legalisation.
Portugal

Portugal was not the first country to decriminalise all drugs but remains a notable
case. It remains one of the countries with the lowest overdose death rate in the EU. For
example, Portugal directly inspired policymakers in Oregon in 2020 to implement similar
policies. Although it is important to note that this policy was repealed just 4 years later due

to public backlash.
United States (USA)

According to harm reduction international, the United States has spent over a
trillion dollars on the war on drugs since 1971. This has led to a ballooning in the
incarcerated population. Additionally, they have played a role around the world pushing

and funding punitive responses globally. The US is also a large consumer market for drugs.

Colombia



Historically, Colombia has been the largest producer of cocaine globally, meaning
that it is important when it comes to drug policy discussions. Under a new government,
Colombia has started to introduce new measures. One of them is described by the
government as “oxygen” (supporting vulnerable communities like coca leaf growers, those

in rural communities) and “asphyxiation” (targeting large scale crime operations).

Figure #1: Pictured above is a coca plantation located in Colombia. (Santiago Mesa, 2022)

UN Involvement, Relevant Resolutions, Treaties, and Events

While the previous efforts made steps to improve global collaboration, the creation
of the United Nations saw a more widespread push for solutions. In 1946, the first UN
committee surrounding this issue was formed, known as the Commission on Narcotic
Drugs (CND). In the following decades, key treaties were signed (some shown below) and

additional groups and boards were created, all in the name of drug control.

e Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs, 1961 (689 | (XX V1))
o This treaty was somewhat effective in that it consolidated multiple previous
treaties into one framework. It also founded the International Narcotics
Control Board. It is important to note that it was up to member nations to

implement these policies in their own countries.


https://www.unodc.org/pdf/convention_1961_en.pdf

e Convention on Psychotropic Substances, 1971 Link

e UN Convention Against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic
Substances, 1988 Link

e UN Resolution §-20/3 (1998) — “Declaration on the Guiding Principles of Drug

Demand Reduction” Link

® UN Security Council Resolution 1817 (2008) Link

Possible Solutions

As you might expect, the best and most long-term solution to drug abuse is
prevention, which includes educating the public in different ways to reduce the likelihood
of use disorders and accidental overdoses. Through various channels, such as schools, social

media and medical practices, the general population can be more informed about the risks.

The next layer of solutions is harm reduction programs, which address people
already using drugs, aiming to reduce deaths and health risks. This includes needle exchange
programs, where people can obtain clean needles to administer their drugs, reducing the

likelihood of the transmission of bloodborne diseases such as HIV.

Another important way to reduce the amount of accidental overdoses is to ensure a
medicine called naloxone is easy to obtain. Naloxone essentially reverses the effects of an
opioid overdose and can save lives. Third is rehabilitation and treatment, in order to help
people return to society. Without access to affordable rehabilitation programs and

treatments, some people are unable to stop working for weeks or months to participate.

All of these require broader investment to create a robust public health system. In
terms of policy reforms, decriminalisation and also legalisation are both routes that
countries can take to approach the drug problem. Decriminalisation supports the health
focus angle, frees up law enforcement resources and can reduce stigma. In terms of law

enforcement itself, an effective strategy requires going after major traffickers and cartels. It is


https://www.unodc.org/pdf/convention_1971_en.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/pdf/convention_1988_en.pdf
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/261563?ln=en&v=pdf
https://docs.un.org/en/S/RES/1817(2008)

important to note that for farmers in worse-off regions, illicit drugs often offer the most

profit to grow, and support should be provided to aid the transition to more legal crops.

Lastly, nations from around the world should come together to continue

international coordination, especially with the rise of synthetic drugs like fentanyl.
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