
International drug policy

  UNGASS 2016
Liberalisation and decriminalisation instead of repression? The General Assembly of the 
United Nations could find itself realigning the course of international drug policy at its 
Special Session (UNGASS) this coming April. UNGASS 2016 is being held partly as a 
response to pressure from Latin America, where opposition to the "war on drugs", the 
largely ineffective war of attrition being waged against drug trafficking, is becoming 
increasingly vociferous. Whether and at what level consensus will be reached at the 
Special Session is, however, questionable. The attitudes and expectations of the different 
states and continents are poles apart. 

  SmokeFree campaign 
The statistic says it all: 85 percent of lung cancer patients in Switzerland are or were 
smokers. But many smokers estimate their personal risk of developing cancer lower than 
it actually is. Such "unrealistic optimism" stops many of them from trying to quit smoking. 
But even a realistic estimate and 100-percent determination are not enough: anyone 
wishing to give up smoking should draw up a concrete plan of action and obtain 
professional help and moral support. The current SmokeFree campaign seeks to motivate 
smokers to take these decisive steps.

  Interview with Ruth Dreifuss
As a Swiss Government minister and the driver behind Switzerland's four-pillar policy, 
Ruth Dreifuss (photo) took part in the last Special Session on Drugs in 1998. Eighteen 
years later, the indefatigable advocate of a humane drug policy will also attend the new 
UNGASS, this time in her capacity as a member of the Global Commission on Drug 
Policy. Today, Ruth Dreifuss regards the speech she delivered to the UN General 
Assembly in 1998 as "positively shy". In an interview with spectra, the 76-year-old 
describes reasons for the failure of the 1998 UNGASS in unambiguous terms. In 
addition, she discusses Switzerland's function as a role model and her expectations  
of UNGASS 2016.
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UNGASS 2016. Eighteen years 
after its last Special Session on the 
topic of illicit drugs, the General 
Assembly of the United Nations 
has an opportunity to take ground-
breaking decisions on international 
drug policy at a new Special Ses-
sion scheduled for April 2016. Does 
it want to do so? Can it do so? 
What are its chances of success?

A Special Session of the United Nations 
General Assembly (UNGASS) on the 
World Drug Problem is to be held this 
coming April at UN headquarters in New 
York. An UNGASS is a high-level meeting 
usually attended by heads of state and/or 
government ministers (see box). The 
agenda for the UNGASS taking place on 
19–21 April 2016 comprises a general 
debate and five round-table discussions 
on health, crime and development and 
on two cross-cutting issues: "Human 
rights, youth, women, children and com-
munities" and "New challenges, threats 
and realities". The last UNGASS on the 
topic of illicit drugs was held in 1998. 

Hopes of an open debate
The 2016 UNGASS is an opportunity for 
participants to engage in an open de-
bate on drugs that goes beyond the 
standard UN discussions on interna-
tional cooperation and reducing supply 
and demand. The foundations for this 
year's UNGASS on drugs were laid in 
2009 with the adoption of a Political 
Declaration at a high-level meeting of 
the UN's Commission on Narcotic Drugs, 
CND. In the Declaration, the internation-
al community set itself goals to be met by 
2019. It also envisaged holding an UN-
GASS. In response to pressure from a 
number of Latin American states, this 
event will now take place in April 2016. 

Paradigm shift in Latin America
It comes as no surprise that Latin Amer-
ican countries in particular have been 
calling for a further UNGASS on drugs. 
Well known personalities have long ad-

vocated a re-think on drug policy. In ad-
dition, more and more Latin American 
politicians in office are issuing state-
ments openly calling for, or at least ex-
pressing the wish to discuss, liberalisa-
tion or a new and different approach to 
various aspects of the drug problem – 
ranging from cultivation to trade and 
consumption – and to the different sub-
stances involved. A paradigm shift ap-
pears to be taking place, also in coun-
tries in which rigorous repression was 
previously applied in order to combat 
drug-related crime. Some states in Latin 
America are becoming increasingly con-
vinced that partial liberalisation or even 
decriminalisation of the drug problem 
(of consumption, for instance) could be 
an efficient, cost-effective and more so-
cially acceptable alternative to the "war 
on drugs". According to the general ten-
or, it is obvious that an integrated ap-
proach to these problems is required, 
which in turn will necessitate a re-think 
on the part of the consumer countries. 
The drug problem was also a major top-
ic at the Special Session of the General 
Assembly of the Organization of Ameri-
can States held in September 2014. On 
this occasion, the Member States under-
scored the need to obtain a consensus 
that would enable them to speak with a 

single voice at the UNGASS. But given 
the differences in the problems they face 
and the political views they hold, it is 
uncertain whether they will succeed in 
achieving this consensus. 

Varied expectations 
In mid-January, the Board specially set up 
to prepare the UNGASS, issued Member 
States with an initial draft of the ”outcome 
document”. This draft is now subject of 
intensive discussions. At the time the cur-
rent issue of "spectra" is published, it is 
difficult to anticipate the ultimate thrust of 
the document, given that the different ge-
ographical regions of the UN have diver-
gent expectations of the outcome. 
The European countries are particularly 
keen to pursue an approach to drug poli-
cy that is based on health and human 
rights. Various Latin-American states 
hope to see new momentum in the drug 
debate and view the UNGASS as an op-
portunity to integrate new challenges and 
wider-ranging topics into international 
discussions on drug policy. In contrast, 
the Asiatic and most African states want 
to stick to the Political Declaration of 
2009 with its strong focus on repression. 
What is certain is that the round-table de-
bates conducted at the UNGASS and the 
approved “outcome document” will lay 
the foundations for the discussions ex-
pected to take place in 2019 when the cur-
rent Political Declaration of 2009 expires. 

Switzerland's position 
Switzerland's position as stated at the 
high-level meeting of the UN's Commis-
sion on Narcotic Drugs in 2014 featured 
the following points:

–  respect for human rights 
–  abolition of the death penalty 
–  prevention of HIV/AIDS and other 

infectious diseases among drug users 
–  harm-reduction measures 
–  access to controlled substances  

for pain medication.

In addition, Switzerland is committed to 
contributing its positive experience with 
the "four-pillar policy" to the interna-
tional debate and to establish it interna-
tionally. The four-pillar policy is highly 
regarded in international circles. It 
makes up the core of Switzerland's drug 
policy and comprises a balanced pack-
age of prevention, treatment, harm re-
duction and law enforcement measures. 
The policy aims to reduce drug abuse 
and its negative consequences for users 
and for society as a whole. This ap-
proach was developed in the 1990s as a 
response to the obvious deprivation of 
addicts and the open drug scenes that 
had evolved in Switzerland. It was ap-
proved by the electorate and enshrined 
in law in the framework of the revised 
Narcotics Act of November 2008. 
Moreover, Switzerland has ratified the 
three UN drug conventions that put the 
spotlight on health and wellbeing. Ac-
cordingly, Switzerland has been calling 
for an international drug policy that is 
based on human rights and public 
health principles and which treats ad-
diction as an illness. 

Contact: Diane Steber Büchli, 
International Affairs Division, 
diane.steber@bag.admin.ch
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Possible shifts in international drug policy will be discussed at UN headquarters  
in New York April 2016.

UNGASS 
UNGASS stands for United Nations 
General Assembly Special Session. 
According to the United Nations Charter, 
an UNGASS may be held if an event 
makes one necessary. The session is 
convened at the request either of the 
Security Council or of a majority of the 
Member States of the General Assembly. 
Only 29 UNGASS meetings have been 
held since the UN was founded in 1945. 
An UNGASS addresses a single topic 
and the agenda is kept short. It normally 
approves one or two final documents, 
for instance a political declaration, a 
plan of action or a strategy. 

Bending a cigarette communicates successful 
smoking cessation
SmokeFree Campaign 2016. The spring 
phase of the current SmokeFree 
campaign focuses on success in quitting 
smoking: it encourages smokers to draw 
up a concrete plan of action for kicking 
the habit and it aims to activate families 
and friends increasingly into providing 
support for people who want to stop 
smoking. To this end, it draws smokers' 
attention to effective assistance services 
such as the SmokeFree Buddy app. 

Read more on 
www.spectra-online.ch  
and www.smokefree.ch.

Ich bin stärker.

* Informationen zur Gratis-App und
den Downloadlink findest du auf www.smokefree.ch 

ANTONIO HAT  AUFGEHÖRT.

DAS SCHAFFST AUCH DU.

Mache deinen Freund zu deinem

Rauchstopp-Coach mit der 

SmokeFree Buddy App*.

Eine Partnerkampagne von BAG, Kantonen und NGOs,
finanziert durch den Tabakpräventionsfonds.
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Towards the end of the 20th century, illi-
cit drugs became a serious public health 
problem in Switzerland, gaining wides-
pread attention due to impoverished drug 
addicts and open drug scenes. To protect 
public health as well as public safety and 
security, professionals and politicians de-
veloped a multidisciplinary approach to the 
drug problem in the shape of the so-called 
"four-pillar policy", focussing on the pillars  
prevention, treatment, harm reduction 
and law enforcement. Many of the bold 
and innovative measures of the Swiss ap-
proach– needle exchange, injection rooms, 
substitution therapy with methadone and, 
in particular, heroin-assisted treatment – 
generated great interest and were taken up 
in other countries, too.

Drug problems do not stop at national 
frontiers. Illicit drug cultivation, trafficking, 
trade and consumption raise a wide range 
of issues that challenge not only individual 
states but also the international commu-
nity. Therefore, a Special Session of the 
United Nations General Assembly (UN-
GASS) on the World Drug Problem is to 
be held in New York on 19-21 April 2016. 
The provisional agenda features a general 
debate, and five round-table discussions on 
health, crime and development and on two 
cross-cutting issues: "Human rights, youth, 
women, children and communities" and 
"New challenges, threats and realities". 

This UNGASS will provide Switzerland and 
other Member States with an opportunity 
to engage in an open debate on drugs. 
Switzerland may be able to provide signi-
ficant impetus at various levels, thanks to 
its policy of focusing on people's wellbeing 
and treating addiction as a disease: such as 
safeguarding of human rights enshrined in 
the Swiss constitution, including abolition 
of the death penalty, reducing the risk of in-
fection among drug abusers by implemen-
ting harm reduction measures (e.g. needle 
exchange programmes), and increasing 
the availability of internationally controlled 
substances for pain management. 

We shall be reporting on the outcome of 
UNGASS 2016 in later issues and in our on-
line magazine (www.spectra-online.ch). 

Diane Steber Büchli
International Affairs Division, 
Federal Office of Public Health

At first hand

use of "agonist medicines" (AM) such as 
methadone or buprenorphine or prevent 
it altogether. This is probably due in large 
part to the still widespread misconcep-
tion that the use of medicines in opioid 
dependence treatment (ODT) simply in-
volves the replacement of an illegal drug 
by a legal one. But this understanding is 
medically and scientifically erroneous: 
AM/ODT reduce or eliminate the hedon-
istic effects of the illegal drugs primarily 
responsible for the development and 
continuation of dependence. The availa-
bility of AM/ODT minimises the overdose 
risks and substantially reduces mortality 
and comorbidities such as HIV or hepati-
tis C. Consequently, they provide a basis 
for improving the quality of life and the 
social reintegration of dependent users, 
and are therefore a central element of in-
tegrated medical and psychosocial treat-
ment of opioid dependence. 

Guidelines for  
amending regulations

There is consensus in the Pompidou 
Group (see box) that, in the light of the 
scientific findings and human rights 
considerations, all dependent opioid us-
ers with the corresponding medical in-
dication should have access to AM/ODT. 
The Group has therefore decided to 
draw up a set of guidelines for the use of 
AM/ODT. The guidelines are designed to 
help national health authorities review 
their regulations on the prescription of 
AM/ODT and thereby satisfy human 
rights requirements by meeting their 
obligations relating to healthcare and 
the prevention of discrimination.  

Switzerland's key role
Switzerland is to play a key role in the 
drafting of the guidelines: at the sugges-
tion of the FOPH, the Pompidou Group 
has decided to launch a corresponding 
project. The project is headed up by 
Swiss experts on dependence and in-
volves the participation of professionals 
from twelve countries in Europe, North 
Africa and the Near East. 

The guidelines are currently available in 
draft form. The definitive version is ex-
pected to be completed by the end of 
2016 and, in addition to the points re-
ferred to above, will contain a report 
featuring detailed arguments. 

Pompidou Group
The Pompidou Group is a cooperation 
group whose core mission is to contri-
bute to the development of multidiscipli-
nary, innovative, effective and evi-
dence-based drug policies in its member 
states. It was founded in 1971 on the 
initiative of the former French President 
Georges Pompidou and was integrated 
into the Council of Europe in 1980. The 
Pompidou Group currently consists of  
37 member states. 

Link: Pompidou Group. www.coe.int  
> Rule of law > Drug abuse and illicit 
trafficking – Pompidou Group

Contact: Diane Steber Büchli, 
International Affairs Division, 
diane.steber@bag.admin.ch

Pompidou Group. In many coun-
tries, the prescription of opioid 
medicines such as methadone or 
buprenorphine is subject to 
rigorous restrictions. An expert 
group of the Council of Europe's 
Pompidou Group, the international 
cooperation group to combat drug 
abuse and illicit trafficking in 
drugs, has now spoken out in 
favour of a paradigm shift: deci-
sions to permit or prohibit the 
prescription of opioid medicines 
should be based on scientific 
findings and respect for human 
rights rather than on a repression-
oriented approach. These medi-
cines are the best possible treat-
ment for large numbers of 
dependent opioid users, and 
therefore, in compliance with 
human rights, access to them 
should not be withheld or subject-
ed to restrictions. On Switzerland's 
initiative, the experts nominated 
by participating Pompidou Group 
Member States are drawing up 
guidelines to help member states 
review their regulations on this 
form of therapy. Switzerland has 
been mandated to head this project. 

A 2012 comparative study commis-
sioned by the Swiss Federal Office of 
Public Health (FOPH) showed that Euro-
pean countries differed widely regard-
ing the legal framework for the pre-
scription of medicines to treat opioid 
dependence. In many countries, restric-
tive regulations create obstacles to the 

Improved access and respect for human rights  
in the treatment of opioid dependence 
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Introduction of the use of medicines in opioid dependence treatment in Europe 

1990 2005

Source: European Monitoring Centre for 
Drugs and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA)

  Countries providing services for substitution treatment of dependent drug users

  Countries providing substitution treatment in prisons

  Countries providing heroin-assisted treatment (year of introduction)
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Interview with Ruth Dreifuss. After 
an interval of 18 years, a second 
United Nations Special Session 
(UNGASS) on the World Drug 
Problem is to be held in New York 
in April 2016. Former government 
minister Ruth Dreifuss represented 
Switzerland at the 1998 Special 
Session as health minister. She will 
now be attending an UNGASS for 
the third time. We asked Ms 
Dreifuss what had changed since 
1998. 

spectra: Ms Dreifuss, with its  
25 years of experience with the 
four-pillar policy, what can 
Switzerland offer the global 
community?

Ruth Dreifuss: It's important for Swit-
zerland to share the experience – both 
positive and negative – it has gained 
with its drug policy, just as all states 
should share their experience of their 
drug policies with others. That will be a 
key point at the UNGASS. The states 
must gather, analyse and assess their 
experience and then share it with each 
other. This will create a solid, substan-
tive basis for further development of 
drug policy. I therefore believe that 
Switzerland's function as a role-model 
lies more in the political process that in 
the actual four-pillar policy. 
We have been worldwide pioneers of a 
number of measures. I'm happy to re-
mind you that the first controlled con-
tact centre, the "Fixerstübli" injection 
room, was inaugurated in Switzerland 
as far back as the 1980s, in the small 
and very tranquil town of Berne. Since 
then, several European countries – and 
also ones further afield such as Canada – 
have adopted this measure. We were 
not the first to prescribe heroin, but 

when we did so it was done all the more 
meticulously, including scientific moni-
toring.  

What in your opinion are the 
biggest challenges currently 
facing drug policy at the national 
and international levels?

The greatest challenge stems from the 
contradiction that underlies current 
drug policy. On the one hand, we pro-
hibit, for instance, the use, purchase or 
cultivation of illicit drugs. On the other, 
we help people who have broken these 
laws. This contradiction is characteris-
tic of the majority of societies that are 
committed to the protection of public 
health and the health of their individual 
citizens. We and the global community 
as a whole should eliminate this contra-
diction as soon as possible. We should 
stop punishing grown-up people who 
are a risk only to themselves but not to 
society. If we are really serious about 
achieving the aims of our drug policy, i.e. 
public health, wellbeing and safety, we 
can no longer maintain a prohibition-
oriented system. States need to regain 
control of the entire drug chain instead 
of leaving it in the hands of the Mafia.

The use of cannabis recently 
ceased to be a punishable 
offence in some federal states of 
the USA and in other countries. 
Is this the right approach?

These are interesting examples because 
they represent an attempt to find a way 
out of the contradiction. The next few 
years will show whether these specific 
models are worth emulating. The con-
tradiction is particularly glaring in the 
case of cannabis. Though this substance 
is not harmless, it is actually very simi-

Ruth Dreifuss: "What I expect from this year's UNGASS is, above all, honesty"

lar to the legal substances tobacco and 
alcohol: it is widely used in the commu-
nity, it does not lead so quickly to de-
pendence and many people use it only 
for a few years. So why on earth is can-
nabis still prohibited and still classified 
in the same category as heroin and co-
caine? And as we know, there is a long 
tradition of using cannabis for medical 
purposes. 

The Single Convention on 
Narcotic Drugs and the two 
supplementary UN conventions 
on worldwide drug control are 
very strict and leave no scope for 
attempts at decriminalisation 
like those in the USA. Will these 
agreements need to be adapted 
if we are to master future 
problems?

Yes, and they will be, though not (yet) at 
the forthcoming UNGASS. The most ur-
gent measure is the decriminalisation of 
activities preparatory to personal use 
and of use itself. Progress will be made 
in this area. The treatment of drug use 
as a punishable offence is a current sub-
ject of discussion and criticism in many 
countries and organisations, with voices 
speaking in favour of decriminalisation. 
The UNODC, the United Nations Office 
on Drugs and Crime, is moving in a sim-
ilar direction. This step is necessary if 
we are to eliminate the contradiction. 
But there are also other drug-related of-
fences that need to be reconsidered. For 
instance, the South American drug 
mules – they're often women – who 
swallow packages of cocaine and smug-
gle them across borders in their stom-
achs. Such actions should be rated as 
minor offences and not punished with 
imprisonment. These people are usually 

driven purely by economic necessity to 
commit the offences and are victims as 
well as offenders. While we must put a 
stop to their activities, we should also 
help them to find their place in society 
and to go on providing for their children. 

As health minister, you have 
been the head of the Swiss 
delegation in the last UNGASS 
on drugs in 1998. Eighteen years 
later you'll be taking part in 
another UNGASS. What do you 
expect from it?

Honesty. After fifty years of internation-
al drug policy, it should be possible to 
take stock in an honest fashion, free 
from taboos. We have to admit to our-
selves that we're confronted with a 
shambles. We are not living in a drug-
free world today – quite the contrary, in 
fact. There are more drugs now than in 
1998. New drugs have appeared on the 
scene, criminal organisations have be-
come more powerful. There are now 
more narco-states like Guinea-Bissau in 
West Africa, where the entire state ap-
paratus is in the service of organised 
crime. Certain Central American states 
are probably also moving in this direc-
tion. These are defeats that we have to 
acknowledge. On the other hand, I think 
that progress will be made at the UN-
GASS in several respects. Health-related 
measures will be taken on board and 
the proportionality of punishments im-
posed for drug-related activities will at 
least be discussed. 

Drug trafficking is estimated to 
generate a turnover of about 300 
billion dollars a year. What 
action needs to be taken to 
break up organised crime's role 
in this business?

We need international cooperation and 
conventions against international crime. 
In this respect, there is a particular need 
for action from Northern countries. We 
certainly cannot solve the problem by 
militarising the conflict, as in Mexico. 
The criminals whose activities we need 
to stop wear three-piece suits and are 
probably sitting not so far away from us 
in some office or other. They possess lots 
of money and have probably parked it in 
banks, invested it in property or are 
laundering it in small businesses. But is 
it possible to permanently break up a 
drug cartel? The answer is no. The car-
tels are very flexible and, using the mon-
ey they've earned from drugs, they have 
established themselves in other areas of 
criminal activity, for instance trafficking 
in people, organs or arms. I neverthe-
less believe that the drug cartels would 
earn massively less money if we had a 
different drug policy.

Our interviewee
From 1972 to 1981, economist and social 
scientist Ruth Dreifuss (b. 1940) worked 
at the Directorate of Development 
Cooperation and Humanitarian Aid (now 
the Swiss Agency for Development and 
Cooperation/SDC). In 1981, she was 
appointed Central Secretary of the 
Confederation of Swiss Trade Unions. 
On 10 March 1993, the Swiss Federal 
Parliament elected her to the Federal 
Council (Swiss Government). In 1999 
she became the first woman to be 
President of Switzerland. From 1993 to 
2002, she was Head of the Federal 
Department of Home Affairs and, as 
health minister, was in charge of the 
Federal Office of Public Health. Ruth 
Dreifuss lives in Geneva. She is currently 
active as a member of the Global 
Commission on Drug Policy (www.
globalcommissionondrugs.org) and the 
International Commission against the 
Death Penalty (www.icomdp.org), and is 
co-chair of a recently established UN 
panel on innovation and access to 
medicines (www.unsgaccessmeds.org).

Note: this is an abridged version  
of the interview with Ruth Dreifuss.  
The complete interview  
is available at 

spectra-online.ch


