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Introduction
The International Centre on Human Rights and Drug Policy1 and Amnesty International welcome this
opportunity to contribute towards the 2016 UN General Assembly Special Session (UNGASS) on Drugs.
This important meeting comes at a time when the current drug control model is being questioned and
human rights abuses are being highlighted as part of the negative consequences of drug control, in
particular following the Human Rights Council high-level panel on “the impact of the world drug problem
on the enjoyment of human rights” held in September 2015.2 Indeed, it is the widespread human rights
abuses committed by both state and non-state actors that have led to this UNGASS being brought
forward from 2019. There is a clear message from the international community that the human rights
abuses and violations that arise in the context of drug control policies and counter-narcotic operations
can no longer be ignored. It now becomes essential that this momentum is firmly grounded in
international law and transformed into operational commitments.
The UNGASS on drugs must be viewed as the beginning of a wider reflective process underpinned by a
rigorous and inclusive assessment of the global state of drug control in the negotiations of a new Political
Declaration and Plan of Action to be adopted in 2019. The lead up to 2019 is a critical moment to ensure
that political commitments to drug control have clear, unambiguous articulations of international human
rights law and standards.
In order to do so, there is vital need for the different stakeholders including States, UN institutions, civil
society and private actors to recognise drug control as a thematic issue that needs a human rights
perspective to ensure full and effective protection for all affected individuals and communities. This
submission specifically calls upon States and UN institutions to recognise international drug control as a
thematic human rights concern and to move beyond the current rhetoric, towards institutional
commitments that improve international drug policy by ensuring the respect and protection of human
rights. To this end, we wish to highlight three particular areas of work that would need to be considered:




Developing an independent process aimed at the establishment of ‘International Guidelines on
the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights While Countering the World Drug Problem’
Building sustainable human rights accountability for drug control, including through an annual
thematic debate at the Human Rights Council
Establishing an independent, expert advisory group to review the UN drug control architecture
and its system-wide coherence

Drug control as a thematic human rights concern
In recent decades, multiple national, regional, and international human rights mechanisms have
documented ways in which drug control has negatively impacted the health and welfare of countless
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individuals across the globe. 3 It is now well recognised that human rights abuses in the context of drug
control are widespread, taking place all across the world as a consequence of the action or omission of
both state and non-state actors.
Amnesty International has long documented numerous human rights violations committed in the
context of the implementation of drug policies. The organization has recorded hundreds of death
sentences and executions that are carried out each year for drug-related offences,4 despite the fact that
such offences do not meet the threshold of “most serious crimes” under international law. 5 Amnesty
International has also expressed concern over a trend to militarize public security and policing in the
context of counter-narcotic operations. Several states have favoured the use of force and have relied on
the armed forces to undertake tasks related to public safety or have adopted military techniques for law
enforcement, including through training and equipment.6 The militarized approach of counter-narcotic
operations has led to human rights violations, including cases of torture and other ill-treatment, enforced
disappearances and extrajudicial executions.
Amnesty International has also documented cases in which people arrested for drug-related offences
are often deprived from guarantees of fair trial, including the rights to access legal counsel, interpreters
and consular assistance.7 People who use or who are suspected of using drugs are at a heightened risk
of facing a range of human rights violations and confront further stigma and discrimination stemming
from a criminal conviction. In many different countries, people who use drugs have been arbitrarily
detained and forcibly subjected to compulsory or coerced treatment, and have on occasion been
subjected to torture and other ill-treatment. Amnesty International has also documented human rights
violations against women who have been criminalized for their use of drugs during pregnancy.8
The International Centre on Human Rights and Drug Policy has consolidated a body of research that
examines the ways in which UN human rights mechanisms have engaged on questions related to the
protection of human rights in the context of drug policy. 9 While the body of work emerging from
different human rights mechanisms based in Geneva has been essential in developing the normative
contours of human rights in relation to drug laws, policies and enforcement, further normative
development and institutional commitment is needed to ensure sustained attention to the evolving
human rights and drug policy nexus. The Centre, along with many civil society organisations and
academics, have repeatedly called for the development of normative standard setting to hold States
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accountable in line with their obligations to ensure the full and effective realisation of human rights while
countering the world drug problem.10
Human rights law is a critical baseline to scrutinise the impact of drug laws, policies and its enforcement.
However, pointing to the many abuses taking place at a national level has at points revealed to be
insufficient when the laws and policies of so many countries have been developed pursuant to the
international drug control conventions.11 What these treaties require States to do entails many risks to
human rights, including in relation to crop eradication, investigation, prosecution, sentencing, drug
treatment and undue restrictions to the right to privacy, freedom of religion and cultural and indigenous
rights.12
These risks manifest themselves primarily in the translation of international commitments into national
law, policy and action. States must take steps to harmonise their international commitments to address
drug-related harms with their concurrent obligations to respect, protect and fulfil human rights. In
addition to considering comprehensive reforms of national drug control strategies, it is essential to
strengthen existing national institutions to address these risks, including National Human Rights
Institutions. Likewise, the international community cannot distance itself from the negative impacts of
the international drug control system that have for too long been underserved, and must take further
steps to improve existing institutions to address such concerns.
From agreed language to institutional commitments
For over twenty years, the General Assembly has consistently stated that countering the world drug
problem must be carried out in full conformity with international human rights law. This position was
central to the outcome document of the last UNGASS on drugs held in 1998,13 every omnibus resolution
on drug control from the General Assembly since then, 14 and the 2009 Political Declaration and Plan of
Action.15 The UNGASS outcome document also recognises the commitment to implement drug policies
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in conformity with all human rights, although crucial references to human rights are absent from the text
and where present, they lack explicit and clear articulations of operational commitments to their
realisation.16
To date, the language contained in General Assembly resolutions has not moved beyond this general
commitment. So far, there has been no investigation of what countering the world drug problem in
conformity with human rights means in practice, or what the implications are for the international drug
control and human rights systems.
Multiple human rights mechanisms have raised their concern about specific violations committed in the
context of drug control, including UN treaty bodies like the Human Rights Committee17 and the
Committee Against Torture,18 and UN special procedures ranging from the Special Rapporteurs on the
right to health19, torture and other ill-treatment20, the use of mercenaries21, and violence against
women,22 and from the Working Group on Arbitrary Detention.23 As the International Centre on Human
Rights and Drug Policy has noted, there is a need to build on this body of work in order to help provide
a comprehensive analysis of the human rights implications of the current system of international drug
control.
The 2015 high level panel at the UN Human Rights Council was an important step in mainstreaming the
need to analyse the international drug control system through the lens of human rights and to improve
the institutional framework on human rights and drug control within the international system. It was,
disappointingly, considered a one-time only high-level engagement. The commitment to this important
institutional endeavour must be renewed and sustained in order to build bridges with the processes that
are currently being led by Vienna-based institutions. It is therefore necessary to leverage the UNGASS
on drugs as a means toward developing institutional commitments within the United Nations to ensure
system-wide coherence and to promote a human rights based approach to the international system of
drug control.
We therefore propose the following institutional commitments that should emerge from the UNGASS
process, which build and support other recommendations already submitted by our civil society
partners. These are modest steps that, taking into account the difficulties of the negotiations thus far,
should serve as a solid basis for a human rights centred approach in the new Political Declaration and
Plan of Action in 2019. The recommendations are not intended to single out any country or any specific
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human rights concern, but are to fill clear institutional and normative gaps in the current international
drug control and human rights systems.
1.

‘International guidelines on human rights while countering the world drug problem’

The UNGASS outcome document states that not only the UN drug control conventions, but also other
applicable international conventions form the cornerstone of international drug control. However, the
UNGASS process to date has revealed an obvious lack of agreement or understanding of the applicable
law and standards that flow from the wider international legal framework. The legal ‘cornerstone’ of
drug control, in other words, is not properly articulated.
The international drug control conventions must be interpreted and implemented in accordance with
international human rights law. Since the 1961 Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs was adopted, the
UN human rights legal and institutional framework has further developed and contains a vast body of
jurisprudence that must now be brought to bear to truly understand the nature of State obligations
under international law in the context of drug control. This is especially important given the near absence
of human rights references throughout the drug control conventions.
With this in mind, and with so many aspects of human rights engaged by drug control, having guidelines
helping States to better ensure the fulfilment of their human rights obligations in the drug control
context would be of critical added value. Such guidelines would, in addition, serve as a benchmark
against which to measure States’ laws and policies in light of their human rights obligations while
implementing drug policies.
Any process of developing such guidelines should involve affected individuals and communities, civil
society organisations and experts from various disciplines. The guidelines would thus facilitate a human
rights compliant approach to the understanding of drug control and would provide a perspective
grounded in existing legal obligations.
2.

Building sustainable human rights accountability for drug control, including through an annual
thematic debate at the Human Rights Council

In October 2015, the Human Rights Council adopted resolution 28/28, which called for a high level panel
discussion on the “impact of the world drug problem on the enjoyment of human rights” and requested
a study from the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) on this matter.24 This
resolution was the first time the Council formally engaged on questions of human rights in the context
of drug policy, and was a welcomed and vitally important development. However, the resolution lacked
explicit recognition of the human rights abuses experienced by individuals and communities across the
globe.
The OHCHR’s subsequent study was based on written contributions from 35 civil society organisations,
including academic bodies, 8 UN agencies and National Human Rights Institutions and 24 States, and is
the first attempt by the High Commissioner’s office to address, in a comprehensive manner, the complex
links between drug policy and human rights.25 The study was an important step towards more
24
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substantive engagement, and should serve as a basis to further operationalise a human rights framework
in drug policy so as to sustain the Council’s engagement on the issue.
The Human Rights Council must now build upon this important study and recognise that drug policy in
its current form presents an enduring challenge to the meaningful protection and realisation of human
rights. In order to build sustainable human rights accountability for drug control, the Council should
commit, among other possible measures, to convening an annual thematic debate on human rights and
drug policy to enable an inclusive and continuing forum for discussion as a means to ensure that human
rights are widely considered and included in the development of the new Political Declaration and Plan
of Action in 2019. This opportunity must be utilised to leverage a more effective and human rights based
response to the world drug problem in the decades to come.
3.

Establishing an independent, expert advisory group to review the UN drug control architecture
and its system-wide coherence

In the process leading to the UNGASS on drugs, several civil society organizations and Member States
have proposed the establishment of an independent, expert advisory group to further review the existing
tensions between the UN drug control conventions and other areas of international law, including
human rights law.26 This advisory group, as has been the previous experience of similar groups, would
have the mandate to propose recommendations to the General Assembly on how to overcome existing
tensions between different areas of international law and ensure UN system-wide coherence on drug
policy.
The International Centre on Human Rights and Drug Policy and Amnesty International support this
recommendation and call on Member States and relevant UN bodies, including the Secretary General
and the President of the General Assembly, to utilise the context of the UNGASS on drugs to establish
such an advisory group as it would have the ability to provide significant input for the negotiation of the
next Political Declaration and Plan of Action in 2019.
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