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• Global network of 197 NGOs

• Promoting drug policy debates and NGO participation

• Policies based on evidence, health, rights and development



Two main aims to international 
drug control treaties:

1. prohibit supply of and 
demand for controlled 
substances for non-scientific 
or non-medical purposes

2. ensure adequate access to 
those substances for 
scientific / medical purposes



What has been the response in Africa? 

• The treaties have been interpreted as endorsing a                          
“war on drugs”                                                                                          
- a Western construction which was imported into this 
continent

• Most Western governments have started shifting 
towards more humane policies                                                                                     
- a clear indication of an error of their ways



Africa’s “War On Drugs” Has Created…

• Injecting drug use reported in 36 countries

• Estimated 645,000 - 3 million people who inject drugs

• HIV prevalence as high as 46.3% in some countries

• HCV prevalence as high as 97.1%! 

• Public health crises and widespread violence

• Systemic human rights violations

• Overburdened prisons

• Demonization / marginalization of people who use drugs



What is decriminalization?

Elimination of criminal penalties for: 
o use and possession of all drugs 
o Equipment or paraphernalia used to consume 

drugs 

o Either written into law (de jure decriminalization) 
o Or just delivered in practice                                                       

(de facto decriminalization). 



What does decriminalization offer? 

▪ Reducing harms associated with drug use e.g. 
overdose, HIV, hep C

▪ Reducing stigma 

▪ Expanding access to harm reduction  

▪ Improving access to medicines 

▪ Shifting health metrics (from a focus on use to 
problematic use) 



‘Decriminalisation across the world’ 
an interactive web-tool

www.talkingdrugs.org/drug-decriminalisation



Current political support for decriminalization 

Decriminalisation is now a widely endorsed policy response:

▪ UNGASS Outcome Document (2016)

▪ UN System Common Position on Drugs (2019)                                         
- all 31 UN agencies

▪ AU Plan of Action on Drug Control 2019-2023

▪ Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria

▪ Global Declaration to Eliminate Hepatitis C in People Who 
Use Drugs

and many more…



KEY: Decriminalization is permitted in the treaties

▪ INCB (essentially the “treaty watchdogs”) 
acknowledge that decriminalisation of 
personal use/possession is perfectly 
admissible under the treaties 

▪ “Parties may provide… as an alternative to 
conviction or punishment… measures of 
treatment, education, after-care, 
rehabilitation and social reintegration”

(1961 Convention, Article 36)



What are the next steps for Africa?

▪ The response in the region has been slow

▪ However, some countries are taking baby steps:

✓ Ghana has a Bill before its Parliament on  
decriminalization of personal use of drugs

✓ South Africa?

✓ Seychelles?

▪ 14 countries are now implementing harm reduction



Civil society's role in the decriminalisation debates

1. Encourage governments to  scale up 
funding for harm reduction services

2. Engage more at national, regional 
and international levels.

3. Gather more African data on how 
repression is producing negative 
outcomes.

4. Develop and deliver new, appealing 
narratives to our leaders.



THANK YOU!

mloglo@idpc.net
www.idpc.net

www.supportdontpunish.org


