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Notable changes at global level since 2016

2016: UN GENERAL ASSEMBLY SPECIAL SESSION (UNGASS)

• Highest level of UN debate
• Agreed “Outcome Document” with specific 

chapters on:
 - Health
 - Human Rights
 - Development
• MS (and UN agencies and NGOs) spoke up for 

harm reduction, need for reform, decriminalisation, 
abolition of the death penalty etc



2018: UN COMMON POSITION ON DRUGS

• All 31 UN entities united under one message

• Promotes harm reduction, decriminalisation, 
treatment, protecting human rights, civil 
society engagement, and more

• Part of ever-growing list of supportive UN 
positions on reforming drug policies
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2020: CANNABIS ‘RE-SCHEDULED’

• WHO ECDD performed “critical review”
• Recommended to take cannabis out of 

Schedule IV (1961)
• CND voted in favour 
• Acknowledges “medical value” of 

cannabis
• (More than 500 million people now live 

in places that have or plan to have 
legally regulated markets)



Notable changes at global level since 2016

2023: OHCHR FINDS WIDESPREAD RIGHTS VIOLATIONS (A/HRC/54/53)

• Lack of harm reduction and treatment
• Lack of pain relief and essential medicines
• Prison overcrowding
• Use of the death penalty
• Militarisation of drug policy
• Disproportionate impacts on women, children and 

youth, people of African descent, Indigenous Peoples
• Environmental impacts

Recommendations: decriminalisation, harm reduction, 
proportionate criminal penalties, abolition of the death 
penalty, development policies for farmers of crops 
deemed illicit, addressing disproportionate impacts on 
women etc.



Notable changes at global level since 2016

2024: CND VOTES ON HARM REDUCTION

• “Harm reduction” is political issue at 
CND

• US leadership in harm reduction at 
the CND in response to its opioid 
overdose crisis

• Coordinated effort of member states 
to support

• Russia called for a vote and lost 
• 38 in favour, only 2 against (Russia & 

China)
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Global support for Ending Criminal 
Sanctions for Personal Possession / Use 



• 59 jurisdictions in 39 
countries have 
decriminalised

• Half of these reforms 
took place in the past 
10 years!

More and more countries are moving towards 
decriminalisation…

https://www.talkingdrugs.org/drug-decriminalisation/





Drug policy in ASEAN: 2016 - 2025

ASEAN Workplan – Key sections:
1. Preventive Education
2. Law Enforcement
3. Treatment and Rehabilitation
4. Alternative Development
5. Research



Harm Reduction in ASEAN

• Despite evidence of effectiveness, harm 
reduction services remain too limited with 
little to no government support.

• NGO programmes by Karisma and SCDI 
should be invested in and scaled up.

• ASEAN Drug Monitoring Report 2023  
report recommends:

“Effective public health strategies, 
including prevention, treatment, and harm 
reduction, are essential to complement 
enforcement efforts and address the root 
causes.”



Prison populations and proportion held for drug 
offences in six ASEAN countries (2016 & 2024)



Overall Recommendations to ASEAN

A. Reorient drug policies towards achieving improved outcomes for 
the health and welfare of communities, instead of “drug-free” 
goals.

B. Rethink the vision of success and the metrics used to measure 
it.

C. Pursue evidence-based policies that align with international 
standards and result in better outcomes for communities.

D. Meaningfully involve people impacted by drug policies, 
including intersectional groups of people who use drugs, 
formerly incarcerated people, farmers and civil society.



The specific situation of Southeast Asia

• Most countries criminalise consumption, not just possession – 
what have been the impacts? How does this pose barriers to 
pursuing a health response to drugs? 

• We need much more than decriminalisation, e.g. depending on 
the needs of a specific context: drug consumption / safe injection 
sites, drug checking, safer supply and legal regulation alongside 
housing, employment, education and addressing structural 
inequalities.



• Interactive map

• Advocacy guide on 

decriminalisation

• Briefing on decriminalisation

• Drug decriminalisation e-course: 

https://idpc.healthefoundation.eu

Resources on decriminalisation



Thank you!
glai@idpc.net
www.idpc.net
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