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  Figure 6: Urban agglomerations with more than 10 million inhabitants in 1975 
 

(Source: UN DESA – Urban agglomerations 2007) 

 

  Figure 7: Urban agglomerations with more than 10 million inhabitants in 2025 
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 Street drug markets do not exist in a vacuum. The property in these areas is owned 
by someone who allows illicit activity to continue. Surprisingly, run-down urban 
properties are often prized among slum real-estate lords for the incomes they generate, 
since marginal people will pay a premium to avoid attention, or because they have no 
choice. Legislation that requires owners to take responsibility for what goes on in their 
establishments, even at the cost of forfeiting the asset, could go a long way toward 
restoring order. The time has come to reclaim urban waste-lands: drug control will be won, 
or lost, in the cities.  
 

 (ii) Applying the experience learned from tobacco 
 

 These interventions need not have great resource implications. Some forms of 
regulation are essentially self-enforcing. For example, laws limiting tobacco smoking in 
public places would be a failure if they relied on the state for enforcement – there are 
simply too many smokers to control. Instead, anti-smoking laws rely on two non-state 
sources for compliance. The first are the owners of the public establishments themselves, 
who are motivated to obey the law. The second are the non-smokers who, as health 
conscious individuals, object to smoking in public places. 

 The paradigm shift in the anti-tobacco campaign came when the issue ceased to be 
framed as a matter of personal choice and began to be seen as an issue of public health. 
Drug markets are no less hazardous: think of the week-end car accidents (true massacres) 
caused by intoxicated drivers. This is the equivalent of second-hand smoke. Similar 
mechanisms must be designed to empower the vast majority of people (95%) who want no 
part in drug abuse.  

 Of course, closing an open retail drug market does not mean the problem has been 
solved. Addicts need their drugs, and will continue to source them through networks. But 
this kind of disruption can have several benefits. It removes the territorial element on 
which so much drug related violence is based. In fact, it could undermine the street gangs, 
for whom territorial control is key. It would also cut off a supply of new addicts: the 
runaways and the sex slaves who seek refuge in these state-less areas. In general, it would 
make sourcing drugs more difficult than just showing up at a street corner, and impede 
dealers to expand their markets. 

 This sort of local focus may seem a bit out of line with the interests of the 
international community, but in a globalized world, international problems are often the 
sum of many interlinked local problems. If these micro-problems are addressed in a 
coordinated manner, it could prove difficult for high level traffickers to find outlets.  
 

 (3) Resistance mechanisms shared among nations 
 

 Just as we must build community resistance, we must help states to share efforts 
against the incursion of drug traffickers on an institutional level. We have made great 
progress in reducing the number of safe havens for transnational criminals, but more needs 
to be done, especially in supporting fragile states. 

 The United Nations Convention against Transnational Organised Crime (UNTOC) 
has established the legislative framework to address the crime business, and build the 
mechanisms for international cooperation. But there are large gaps in its ratification and in 
the implementation of its provisions. The international community does not seem to be 
taking its own instrument seriously. Many countries have passed legislation of sort, but 
rarely use it. This may be one reason why several UNTOC Conferences of the Parties 
could not agree to peer monitoring. Countries cannot even agree to providing (and sharing) 
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basic data on these issues, so great is the fear of dropping the fig leaf; when delegates from 
Member States meet to discuss the world crime situation, they have little idea if the 
problem is getting better or worse, where and why: this is decision-making in a permanent, 
thick fog. And of course drug control gets a bad reputation, for having caused an 
unintended consequence – transnational crime – that few countries seem to recognize as 
actually their own doing. 

 The collective inability to make progress in this area, and the ineptitude in promoting 
implementation of the UNTOC, are threatening to undermine the effectiveness of the drug 
Conventions for sure, but also belittle the ultimate sacrifice of so many brave law 
enforcement officers, and the humanitarian contributions by civil society. The UNTOC 
was created in part to deal with the criminal black market that developed as one of the 
unintended consequences of drug control. And yet, while ghettos burn, lawlessness 
threatens West Africa, drug cartels challenge Central America and drug money penetrates 
(ex) blue-chip banks, negotiators at the Conferences of the Parties keep arguing on 
processes and procedures. 

 The lack of concerted work on money laundering represents another lost opportunity. 
The global financial crisis has rolled back many of the gains made during the 1990s. Why? 
Because banks need liquidity and ask fewer questions now about where money originates. 
Again, many instruments are in place. Others, designed to prevent money-laundering that 
takes place in the real economy, are badly needed. Above all what is needed is the political 
will and the corporate responsibility to use them. The size of the criminal economy is as 
much a product of our collective inaction to identify/seize the assets of drug barons as a 
side effect of drug control. The end result is growing frustration among honest citizens, 
who see the expensive cars, yachts and mansions of untouchable mafias and their cronies, 
and wonder why these illicit proceeds are not seized – at a time when the growing 
economic depression bites away honest jobs and hard-won assets.  

 The same is true in the area of corruption. By providing criminals with virtual 
immunity from prosecution, corruption can nullify the deterrence effect stemming from 
drug enforcement. In adopting the United Convention against Corruption, Member States 
have equipped themselves with a powerful instrument to remove an essential lubricant of 
criminal markets. But, despite the fact that the Convention entered into force four years 
ago and has already been ratified by more than 120 countries, efforts have fallen short of 
potentials when it comes to concrete actions. A modest (pilot) monitoring process was 
launched in 2006 after much controversy. So far the Conferences of the States Parties have 
been, as with the sister convention (UNTOC), a disappointment – with negotiators once 
again lost in debating processes at a time when the criminals prosper because of corruption 
in public places, and the financial system is penetrated by white-collar (bourgeois) mafias. 
And yet, so much could be accomplished by imposing – as a start – financial disclosure of 
incomes and assets by ministers, law makers, senior officials and law enforcement 
personnel to spot illicit proceeds in their portfolios. Anti-corruption stings should become 
common and well publicised, especially in those countries where the life style of so many 
officials cannot be explained by their paltry salary.  

 A missing link across all the above is the lack of regulation of cyber-space: another 
situation that organized crime and drug traffickers are profiting from. The internet is of 
course one of humanity’s biggest assets: communication has been transformed, learning 
and research has gone global, business has never been the same since the web’s inception. 
Yet, as with other inventions, the web can be, and is being, used also for deadly purposes. 
Internet suppliers provide drugs, arms, even people on-line. They recruit on-line characters 
vulnerable to radical behaviours, train them in the deadly business of explosive-handling 
and turn them into suicide-bombers. This notwithstanding, calls for international 
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agreements to regulate the internet and reduce its use as a weapon in the hands of criminals 
and terrorists go un-answered. 

 In parallel, and as a consequence, there are parts of the world where the rule of law 
has collapsed. Big crime comes with periodic upheavals, so peacekeeping and peace-
building efforts should plan accordingly. Their object is the same: the provision of security 
until affected areas/countries are able to cope with the challenges confronting them, be 
they armed insurgencies or organised crime. West Africa is under attack: it has emerged as 
a drug trafficking hub in recent years. Given the political instability in the region and the 
growing demand for drugs in Europe, this development cannot be surprising, and most 
certainly needs to be addressed. The re-establishment of the law should be a priority in 
affected countries (Guinea-Bissau), alongside electrification and democracy. Current 
UNODC work with the UN Departments for Peace Keeping Operations (DPKO) and of 
Political Affairs (DPA) have started to produce results in those theatres where drug 
trafficking and organized crime are the result of civil upheavals, or have caused such 
upheavals.  
 
 

  Don’t roll back progress towards human rights 
 
 

 Drug and crime control must be based on the respect for human rights. They must 
actually contribute to their advancement. There is no better protection against uncivil 
behaviours than a respect for human beings. And there is no better way to promote civil 
society than by advancing this cause. 

 Drug users, who are already on the margins of society, should not be criminalized. 
Because of their health condition, they should go to rehab, not to jail. If removed from life-
saving health and social services, they will hurt themselves and society via crime and 
blood-borne diseases.  

 Drug criminals are different. They should be brought to justice. But extra-judicial 
killings of suspected traffickers and capital punishment for drug offenders are not right. 
Although drugs and crime kill, governments should not kill because of them. Yet, modern 
society is running into two different, converging trends.  

 First, the effort to control drugs and the violence they sow have been misused to roll 
back civil rights gains. Second, desperate for security, citizens have relented to 
relinquishing a growing share of their rights: eye for an eye seems to be the refrain. It is up 
to states to show restraint, finding alternative ways to address the drug and crime 
problems. Political and administrative incompetence cannot be mistakenly used to justify 
human right violations: above all, governments must oppose this frightening cycle. 
 
 

  In conclusion  
 
 

 The international drug control regime has restricted the spread of illicit drugs. 
Arrests and seizures, combined with controls on precursors and money movements, have 
made business difficult for the traffickers, even as artificial scarcity has boosted their 
profits. But it is incumbent on governments to make the life of drug mafias more difficult 
by undermining the market itself.  

 The approach adopted at the time of the UNGASS (1998) relied on a series of global 
drug control plans that laid down broad principles and goals. In 2009, statistics speak loud 
and clear: the world drug situation has been stabilized over the past 10 years. We call this 
containment, which is, of course, unsatisfactory given the UNGASS objective of reducing 
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the problem. Yet, since states need to make further progress in controlling both the 
narcotic and the criminal markets and, more broadly, to foster safe and healthy societies, 
future multilateral efforts need to be strategically more integrated and operationally more 
specific.  

 The global body politic is infected with the disease of addiction, and the regime of 
drug control has produced violent and corrupting crime markets. To address these, the 
following is prescribed: 

 A strategy for each market. Countermeasures against the drug problem must be 
conceived as part of integrated measures, targeted and timed to treat causes, not symptoms, 
and to achieve maximum impact with minimal side-effects.  

 A community resistance. The drug trade tends to infect societies through open 
wounds. Situational crime prevention can heal these (mostly urban) wounds and make 
them inhospitable to the drug trade. The emphasis must be to mainstream marginalized 
areas, to draw in affected people (whether addicts or retail traders) rather than push them 
down, or out. 

 A coordinated resistance. States should resist the incursion of criminals at an 
institutional level by using the UN Conventions against Crime and Corruption. Urgent 
attention must be given to fragile states where the law no longer rules. 

 And of course, although drugs and crime kill, government interventions must be 
based on the full respect for human rights. There is no better protection against uncivil 
behaviours than the rule of law, itself a way of promoting human rights. 

 The UNGASS process was laudable in setting global goals for drug reduction, but it 
was short on the specifics of how these goals were to be attained. Above all, it failed to 
appreciate the severity of the associated crime problem, though unintended. Member States 
must stay the course in preserving the recent health gains, through drug control. They must 
especially face the task of containing its dramatic crime-related consequences. Policy 
change is required against crime, not in favour of drugs. 

Vienna, 1 March 2009  

 




