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• A global network of 191 NGOs from 70+ countries
• Working to amplify and strengthen a diverse global movement to repair the 

harms caused by punitive drug policies and promote just responses
• Facilitating civil society engagement in drug policy debates



Outline

• Strong, sustained advocacy for decriminalisation 
• Trend towards decriminalisation around the world and the growing global and UN consensus 

What we did well:

• The ‘gold standard’
• Greater technical detail & capacity strengthening

The evolution of our messaging: 

• Articulate “decriminalisation 2.0” in a deepening crisis of prohibition & failure of capitalism
• Reframing narratives & resistance

What we can do better:



Looking back – our advocacy

• The failure and harms of criminalization 
(strongly linked to HIV/AIDS advocacy)

• Establish that decriminalization was 
permissible under the UN drug treaties

• With government interest we had to get 
more technical on details

• Started tracking developments
• Consider our position as a network & 

strengthen capacity through workshops 
and training-of-trainers



Global support for Ending Criminal 
Sanctions for Personal Possession / Use 



UN support for decriminalisation

• UN System Common Positions 
• on drugs (2018)

• on incarceration (2021)

• UN bodies working on health, human rights, development:
• WHO (2014)

• OHCHR (2015)

• UNAIDS (2015)

• UNDP (2019)

• UN human rights mechanisms (incl. via joint statements)
• Right to health (2010->2024)

• Arbitrary detention (2021)

• Extrajudicial killings (2023)

• Adequate housing (2024)

• Extreme poverty (2024)

• UN human rights treaty bodies: 
• CESCR (2019)

• CEDAW (2022)

UN Chief Executives Board (CEB) made up of 31  UN entities support the UN Common Position on 
drugs



And UNODC??



• 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/







How does decriminalisation work?

• What drugs are decriminalised?

• All drugs!

• What activities are decriminalised?

• Possession

• Cultivation

• Possession of drug use paraphernalia

• Social sharing

• How do we know if possession is for personal use?

• Thresholds must only be indicative – developed with people 
who use drugs

• Who makes that decision?

• Complex - but in a no sanctions model police have the 
discretion to leave people alone unless another crime is 
suspected



A deepening crisis of prohibition

Source: ‘Off Track’, 
IDPC shadow report, 
December 2023



Backlash & scapegoating

Source: GCDP 2024



Source:
Central Narcotics Bureau, Singapore
https://www.cnb.gov.sg/drug-victims-remembrance-day/the-dangers-of-drug-liberalisation



Reclarifying the objectives and impact of 
decriminalisation

• What a decriminalisation policy can address:
• Stigma and discrimination
• Improve access to health, harm reduction and drug treatment (alongside 

adequate funding)
• Reduce interactions with police and the criminal legal system

• What decriminalisation will not fix:
• A toxic drug supply
• A housing crisis!!!
• Underlying structural issues of inequality, poverty, gender and racial 

discrimination, the damaging legacy of colonialism, the failure of 
captialism



What we need to do now

• WE SHOULD NOT BE ON THE DEFENSIVE! (title of my presentation!)
• Decriminalisation works and we must be very clear on what it can deliver and 

what it will not address.
• Be clear about who and what has caused  the crisis of an UNREGULATED and 

toxic drug supply.
• Decrim cannot be the scapegoat for over a century of prohibition that drives 

drug markets in ever more harmful directions.
• We need decrim – this is a red line BUT we need so much more.
• We need to advocate  for drug consumption / safe injection sites, drug 

checking, safer supply and legal regulation alongside housing, employment, 
education and addressing structural inequality.

• Be in solidarity within our sector across the global and across other sister 
movements!!



• Interactive map

• Advocacy guide on 

decriminalisation

• Briefing on decriminalisation

• Drug decriminalisation e-course: 

https://idpc.healthefoundation.eu

Resources on decriminalisation



Thank you!
afordham@idpc.net

www.idpc.net


