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Executive summary

The 67th session of the CND was held from 18 
to 22 March 2024, with a High-Level Segment 
dedicated to the Midterm Review of the 2019 
Ministerial Declaration on drugs. This was the 
largest CND gathering in the history of the 
Commission, with a record-breaking 2,500 par-
ticipants, including over 600 representatives 
from 141 NGOs.

After months of negotiations on the outcome 
document for the Midterm Review, the results 
were disappointing, with a political document 
mainly reiterating language from the 2019 
Ministerial Declaration and no real acknowl-
edgement of the failings of, and human rights 
impacts associated with, the punitive drug 
control paradigm. 

This disappointment was short-lived, however. 
In a soaring address to the delegates, Colombi-
an President Petro described the international 
drug control regime as ‘antiquated and lethar-
gic’. This was echoed by Volker Türk – the first UN 
High Commissioner for Human Rights to attend 
a CND in person. Colombia also made a pow-
erful statement on behalf of 62 countries con-
cluding that the current system ‘needs rethink-
ing’. This was the first time that a large grouping 
of Member States collectively questioned the 
punitive drug control paradigm. Unsurprisingly, 
this was countered by a coalition of 46 conser-
vative countries led by Russia, who reaffirmed 
their commitment to the drug conventions and 
a ‘society free of drug abuse’.

As in previous years, cannabis regulation came 
up regularly in Plenary discussions, with various 
conservative countries condemning moves to-
wards legal regulation – while those having le-
gally regulated cannabis, or considering doing 
so, defending their policies in a more muted, 
and often apologetic, way.

The issue of human rights was highlighted 
more strongly than ever before at this 67th ses-
sion. The presence of the High Commissioner 
for Human Rights and presentation of his land-
mark 2023 report on the human rights implica-
tions of drug policy played a big part in this. The 
report was welcomed by many officials and civil 
society representatives. At the same time, In-
digenous Peoples’ rights also took centre stage, 

especially as the critical review of the coca leaf 
is now well underway. 

The delegates also addressed the issue of syn-
thetic drugs – including the overdose epidemic. 
Positively, harm reduction came up strongly in 
these discussions, including by the USA which 
also tabled a resolution on overdose prevention 
(Resolution 67/4). 

Harm reduction certainly took the centre-stage 
as Member States gathered at the Commit-
tee of the Whole (CoW). The US-led resolution 
on overdose prevention was undoubtedly 
the most controversial, as a well-coordinated 
group of Member States spoke in favour harm 
reduction and defended its inclusion in the res-
olution until the very end – leading Russia to 
call for a vote. 

The negotiation of the yearly resolution on al-
ternative development (Resolution 67/3) also 
caused much tension among the delegates, in 
relation to proposed language on unilateral co-
ercive measures and technology transfer.

As Member States failed to find a compromise 
on either resolution, both were sent to the Ple-
nary where a vote was held for the first time on 
a CND resolution in four decades – while the 
resolutions on recovery (Resolution 67/1) and 
on access to controlled medicines (Resolution 
67/2) were adopted by consensus.

Geopolitics once again greatly influenced the 
CND proceedings. As in previous years, many 
countries condemned the ongoing Russian war 
in Ukraine. The CND also took place when the 
number of civilians killed by Israel in Gaza were 
estimated at over 30,000. While Western coun-
tries remained mostly silent on the issue, vari-
ous countries from the Global South and NGOs 
like Skoun and IDPC, on behalf of many of our 
Members, explicitly condemned the occupa-
tion and expressed solidarity with the people of 
Palestine.

The civil society voices – especially on the pro-
gressive side – were as vocal and well-coor-
dinated as ever, with powerful statements in 
favour of reform. Over 60% of the side events 
were (co)organised by civil society organisa-
tions – including a series of seven events aimed 



T
h

e
 ‘

V
ie

n
n

a
 S

p
ir

it
’ 

sh
a

tt
e

rs
: R

ep
o

rt
 o

f 
th

e 
67

th
 s

es
si

o
n 

o
f 

th
e 

U
N

 
C

o
m

m
is

si
o

n 
o

n 
N

ar
co

ti
c 

D
ru

g
s 

an
d

 it
s 

H
ig

h-
Le

ve
l S

eg
m

en
t

3

Introduction: 
Climax after the Anti-climax
The 67th session of the UN Commission on Narcot-
ic Drugs (CND) took place over seven days, from 
Thursday 14 to Friday 22 March 2024. The first two 
days consisted of a High-Level Segment dedicated 
to the Midterm Review of the 2019 Ministerial Dec-
laration on drugs, including a plenary debate and 
two roundtables; the other five days were absorbed 
by the usual CND proceedings.1 This was the largest 
CND gathering in the history of the Commission, 
with a record-breaking 2,500 participants, includ-
ing over 600 representatives from 141 NGOs.

When Ambassador Philbert Johnson of Ghana 
opened the 67th CND as its new Chair, few people 
thought that the session would go down in histo-
ry books. After months of heated debates and in-
tense negotiations, the international community 
had just closed the Midterm Review of the 2019 
Ministerial Declaration on drugs with a disappoint-
ing political document that failed to acknowledge 
the undeniable failure of the drug control system.2 
It was an anticlimactic moment. Consensus-based 
policy making – the cornerstone of the so-called 
‘Vienna spirit’ – had been preserved, even if that 
meant turning a blind eye on reality.3 The message 
was clear: business in Vienna would be conducted 
‘as usual’. 

A few days later, however, business did become 
highly unusual at the CND, with Member States 
breaking the consensus by voting on two CND res-
olutions, for the first time in decades. Through a 
considered reading of the Plenary proceedings and 
the negotiations at the Committee of the Whole 
(CoW),4 this report identifies the fault lines that 

built pressure on the system for years, and finally 
brought it to the brink. This analysis will explain 
how a historical vote came about, breaking the 
revered consensus just seven days after the busi-
ness-as-usual adoption of the outcome document 
at the 2024 High-Level Segment and resulted in the 
first-ever inclusion of the term ‘harm reduction’ in a 
CND resolution.

Though certainly an extraordinary moment, the 
end of the ‘Vienna consensus’ was the natural con-
sequence of the accelerating drug policy and geo-
political tensions that IDPC has carefully document-
ed in the 18 prior editions of the CND proceedings 
report.5 A few editions ago, we described the CND 
process as a ‘belaboured and shuddering machine’,6 
every year requiring more work to produce a sem-
blance of unity out of fracture and discord. In 2024, 
no amount of patience or diplomatic effort was 
enough to keep the ‘machine’ running.

The 2024 High-Level Segment: 
A disappointing process lays 
the ground for the end of con-
sensus
Ambassador Johnson of Ghana opened the 
High-Level Segment with an important announce-
ment. A High-level Declaration on the Midterm Re-
view of the 2019 Ministerial Declaration on drugs7 
had gone through silent procedure8 and was now 
ready for adoption.9 With this political document, 
Member States culminated the Midterm Review 
of the 2019 Ministerial Declaration, a key process 
aimed at evaluating the implementation of the 10-
year UN drugs strategy at half term.

at addressing the key challenges covered in the 
OHCHR report.

The informal NGO dialogues were once again 
an opportunity for civil society to meet with 
UN leadership and ask important questions in 
relation to human rights, harm reduction, legal 
regulation and more. 

While huge gains have been made at the 67th 
session of the CND, many left Vienna with a feel-
ing of uncertainty on the extent to which these 
gains will truly impact drug policy making going 

forward. While many Member States deplored 
the practice of holding the ‘CND hostage’ as a 
handful of countries have taken the habit of us-
ing consensus-based decision-making to blog 
any progressive language, most also reiterated 
their commitment to the ‘Vienna Spirit’. However, 
the tide has undeniably turned, and maintaining 
‘business as usual’ at the CND has simply become 
untenable as the rest of the UN system – and an 
increasing number of countries – are moving 
towards a health and rights-based approach to 
drug policy.
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The Midterm Review was preceded by a lengthy 
preparatory process, including a series of CND in-
tersessional meetings and an open call for contri-
butions by Member States, UN entities, civil society 
and other stakeholders.10 Perhaps fearful of a gen-
uine evaluation of the system, the United Nations 
Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) had failed to 
produce any baseline report, leaving a vacuum 
that others stepped into. In December 2023, IDPC 
released a comprehensive report assessing the im-
plementation of the 12 challenges identified in the 
2019 Ministerial Declaration on drugs, reaching the 
sobering conclusion that system is failing to de-
liver on every single one of them.11  This is a mes-
sage that many Member States took on during the 
high-level review. In parallel, the UN Human Rights 
Council adopted a resolution in April 2023 request-
ing the Office of the High Commissioner for Human 
Rights (OHCHR) to produce an analysis of the hu-
man rights implications of drug policy as an official 
contribution to the Midterm Review.12 The resulting 
report reached a similar view: that the overreliance 
on punitive measures, including militarised drug 
control efforts, has had devastating and far-reach-
ing impacts on a wide range of human rights.13

The high-level declaration joyfully announced by 
the CND Chair fails to acknowledge this reality. Half 
of its 42 paragraphs were taken directly from the 
2019 Ministerial Declaration, including the entire-
ty of the first section on the ‘shared commitments’ 
assumed by the international community. Despite 
its name, the ‘stock-taking’ section of the outcome 
document does not properly evaluate the system’s 
performance, but instead names seven additional 
challenges that have ‘intensified and spread’ in the 
last five years, including four challenges on supply 
reduction, one on access to medicines, and none 
on human rights. Almost all the new substantive 
themes introduced in the new paragraphs reinforce 
the repressive nature of the regime, with new lan-
guage on countering organised crime, the harm of 
illegal drug activities on the environment, preven-
tion and the ‘misperception of drug risks’.

The one point of significant progress can be found 
at the opening of the ‘way forward’ section, which 
recognises the need to ‘take further ambitious, ef-
fective, improved, and decisive actions, including 
where appropriate, innovative measures in accor-
dance with international law, … placing the health 
and wellbeing, human rights, public security and 
safety… at the centre of our efforts’. This paragraph, 
which was only agreed at the very last minute 
thanks to the resolve of the Colombian delegation, 
is notable because it implicitly recognises that the 

current approach is not working and further action 
is needed, and because it does not circumscribe 
that action to the framework of the UN drug con-
ventions. While a very limited win, these few lines 
open the door for the narrative that would later 
make this a historical session – the acknowledge-
ment that the system is not working.

The 2024 outcome document laid the ground for 
the end of consensus in a different way. Months 
of exhausting negotiations left diplomats tired 
and frustrated, with high tension and low trust. 
It was clear to many that the need for consensus 
was turning the CND into a high-cost but low-pro-
ductivity machine, unable to create anything but a 
copy of what had been agreed before – with even 
agreed language creating tensions in the negoti-
ations. It was increasingly obvious that consensus 
would not lead to the urgently required rethinking 
of the system.

Plenary debates at the High- 
Level Segment and the ordinary 
session: The call for system re-
form goes mainstream
The ‘Vienna spirit’, a set of practices of conformity 
and compromise that are meant to express unan-
imous support for the prohibitionist approach en-
shrined in the UN conventions, has been losing 
ground. In 2024 we saw a break in the practice that 
constitutes the very core of the ‘Vienna spirit’ – the 
adoption of resolutions by consensus. 

A close reading of the statements delivered through-
out the seven days of Plenary debates throws a pow-
erful explanatory light on this event, revealing the 
key themes that drove fracture amongst Member 
States. Many of these topics had already emerged in 
previous years – cannabis regulation, human rights, 
harm reduction, geopolitics. But this year, a new dy-
namic came to the fore: for the first time, a signifi-
cant group of delegations coordinated to acknowl-
edge that the system is not working. 

‘The system is not working’: A 
new vector of dissensus appears 
in Vienna
On top of the usual debates on substantive drug 
policy, this CND witnessed the emergence of a new 
and powerful vector of disagreement – a debate on 
whether the drug control system is fit for purpose 
or requires ‘innovation’ and ‘rethinking’.
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Colombia was, unsurprisingly, the country that took 
the lead. To the opening words of Ghana’s Ambas-
sador Johnson, ‘A profound sense of duty embrac-
es us today as we reflect the journey since 2019 on 
one of the most pressing challenges of our era: the 
world drug problem’,14 President Petro responded 
in a video message with a resounding ‘there is not 
a world drug problem’.15 In a soaring address to the 
plenary, the leader of Colombia openly questioned 
the system itself: ‘The international drug control re-
gime, centred in Vienna, has failed’, it is an ‘antiquat-
ed and lethargic system’, ‘deaf, blind, and silent’. 

Many speakers agreed with President Petro, laying 
down a collective argument based on two pillars: 
firstly, the system is not fit for purpose; secondly, 
change, rethinking, or innovation are needed. Volk-
er Türk – the first High Commissioner for Human 
Rights to attend a CND in person – laid the ground 
at the opening of the CND, as he observed that ‘After 
decades of following a largely punitive approach, 
we can see this simply is not working’.16 Later in 
the session, Colombia would make a strong case 
that ‘UNODC’s official documentation… demon-
strates the international system’s proven inability 
to achieve its goals and objectives’;17 while Cze-
chia would explain that ‘a number of international 
commitments remain unfulfilled or even failing.  

UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Volker Türk speaking at 
the High-Level Segment. Credit: CND_Tweets

We have unfortunately seen limited improvement 
over the years’.18 On the need for change, Canada 
expressed that ‘Addressing today’s problems re-
quires innovative solutions that reflect the realities 
of the current environment, rather than relying on 
outdated tools’,19 while Mexico noted that ‘We have 
new challenges but old mechanisms and conven-
tions’.20 The US joined the chorus by saying that ‘it 
is up to us to be creative and innovative in how we 
interpret [the conventions] to do right by our citi-
zens’.21  

But this call for change best materialised in the his-
torical joint statement by 62 countries22 delivered 
by the Minister of Foreign Affairs of Colombia at the 
opening of the High-Level Segment. This joint state-
ment constitutes a real effort of stock-taking and 
reflection on the implementation the 2019 Ministe-
rial Declaration, a truly alternative declaration. The 
conclusion is clear: ‘the international drug control 
system as currently applied needs rethinking based 
on concrete evidence to make progress together’, 
with signatory States concluding with their ‘resolve 
to jointly review and reassess the international drug 
control system’.23

Does this mean that the 62 signatories of the joint 
statement share an equal commitment to system 
reform? Absolutely not. But the statement makes it 
clear that a large coalition of countries understand 
that the drug control regime is ‘off track’, that it is 
unable to achieve its attested objectives, and that 
some form of genuine revision needs to take place. 
Whilst not many countries are willing to use their 
individual statements to express an explicit dissent, 
they are now for the first time willing to lend their 
weight behind an initiative led by countries like 
Colombia or Czechia. This coordinated effort is un-
precedented.24

In response, Russia made a counterstatement on 
behalf of 46 countries25 in which they collectively 
reaffirmed their compliance with the UN drug con-
trol treaties and their commitment to a ‘society free 
of drug abuse’, concluding that: ‘The international 
community should not surrender to the scourge of 
the spread of illicit drugs, but on the contrary, uni-
fy efforts in a more concerted international action 
with a view of harm prevention’.26 These joint state-
ments clearly show the irremediable dissensus on 
the way forward in global drug policy. 

It is notable that the UNODC was one of the main 
voices defending the current system. This was clear 
in Ghada Waly’s intervention at the opening of the 
High-Level Segment, as she appealed countries to 
‘focus on goals that unite you’ and get the ‘spirit of 
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Vienna to prevail’.27 She doubled down on this mes-
sage even after the vote that broke consensus, as 
she claimed that ‘even in times of division and frac-
tures we can find common ground and collective 

results’.28 It is important to note that this plea was 
not grounded on evidence and results, but rather 
on political convenience – the need to find unity 
and avoid polarisation.

The UNODC’s new initiative, CHildren AMplified 
Prevention Services29 (or CHAMPS for short) was 
launched at the 67th session of the CND and its 
High-Level Segment, via UNODC-led or spon-
sored side events, in its statements at the Ple-
nary, and posters and banners throughout the 
Vienna International Centre.  CHAMPS aims to 
bring all scientific and evidence-based preven-
tion services in a country under one compre-
hensive framework,30 in line with the UNODC 
and World Health Organization (WHO)’s Inter-
national Standards on Drug Use Prevention.31 
CHAMPS is to be rolled out in 10 countries over 
five years, with 10 million children benefiting 
from it.

The Paradigma Coalition32 has been tracking 
the discussions surrounding CHAMPS since 
first learning about it in October 2023, and 
thoroughly investigated the initiative at the 
67th CND session to fully understand its struc-
ture, the initiatives it promotes, the methods of 
measuring effectiveness, the work done by the 
UNODC to ensure alignment with the Conven-
tion on the Rights of the Child, and the extent 
to which other UN bodies more suitably man-
dated to develop and implement children’s de-
velopment initiatives (for example UNICEF and 
the UN Development Programme) are involved 
in planning and implementation. And it is con-
cerning to see that many key stakeholders, in-
cluding within the UNODC itself, are struggling 
to understand the initiative.

The fundraising element to CHAMPS, for in-
stance, is an area of great confusion. At a 
CHAMPS Briefing held in October last year,33 
Jean Luc Lemahieu, UNODC’s Director of the 
Division for Policy Analysis and Public Affairs, 

had estimated CHAMPS to be ‘an over 500 mil-
lion dollars project’, stating that this was ‘aspi-
rational’. In both October and December 2023, 
requests were made for Member States to ‘in-
vest in CHAMPS’. But the tune changed in March 
2024 with more calls to ‘support CHAMPS’, as 
Paradigma was informed that the UNODC was 
now requesting governments to invest nation-
ally in prevention instead. The discrepancies in 
messaging regarding the 500 million fundrais-
ing is worrying, given that it is nearly double 
the annual budget of the UNODC, that CHAMPS 
itself remains vague and problematic, and that 
conversely the UNODC has remained mostly si-
lent regarding the huge funding gap for harm 
reduction.34 

In-depth discussions with UNODC staff revealed 
that CHAMPS is still in the early stages of devel-
opment and planning. However, there are deep 
concerns about many elements of the initiative, 
particularly the ‘screening and brief interven-
tion’ activities promoted in the CHAMPS frame-
work. As noted in recent reports of human rights 
bodies (including by the OHCHR35 and Special 
Rapporteur on the Right to Health36), drug sur-
veillance tactics pose serious human rights con-
cerns. In an attempt to lay down these concerns, 
the Paradigma Coalition has elaborated a list of 
16 red lines on CHAMPS, including the fact that 
the initiative is inconsistent with the UN preven-
tion standards and international human rights 
standards, and that it was developed without 
adequate youth consultations, among others. 
Paradigma are now urging Member States to 
raise these concerns with the UNODC, and to 
refuse to invest in the initiative unless these red 
lines are upheld. 

Box 1. Understanding CHAMPS: Concerns over the  
UNODC's new early prevention initiative
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Synthetic drugs and the overdose 
epidemic: Driver of change or 
argument for the status quo? 
When it comes to substantive drug policy issues, 
synthetic drugs were the clear centre of gravity of 
the session. Largely, this is because the Biden Ad-
ministration has decided to make synthetic drugs a 
priority for its external action. In July 2023, the USA 
launched the Global Coalition to Address Synthetic 
Drug Threats for a period of 18 months,37 in an at-
tempt to mobilise the international community in 
its response to synthetic drugs – both on the supply 
control and health dimensions. 151 countries have 
now joined the coalition. 

Although the timeframe and goals of the initiative 
may bring US electoral politics to mind, the interna-
tional focus on overdoses is definitely justified. The 
emergence of synthetic opioids in the unregulat-
ed drug supply in North America has given rise to 
a genuine health catastrophe, accounting for over 
115,000 deaths per year in the USA and Canada 
alone.38 Whilst the worst effects of the phenome-
non are so far centralised in North America, there 
are signs of synthetic opioids emerging in other 
markets, and a genuine sense of alarm amongst 
policy makers and the general public.

The prominence of synthetic drugs was made ob-
vious by dozens of references in country and UN-
ODC statements, the first-ever presence of a US 
Secretary of State in Vienna, Anthony Blinken, 
and of course the resolution tabled by the USA 

on overdose prevention.39 When it comes to harm 
reduction, the overdose epidemic is arguably the 
real, tangible tragedy that has pushed the system 
towards change. The US representative made that 
clear by stating that ‘we are proud to sponsor a res-
olution focusing on overdose prevention, in which 
we have utilized the term “harm reduction”, albeit 
recognizing its contentious nature among many 
Member States. We urge you to move beyond se-
mantics and join us in exploring compassionate ap-
proaches that do not rely solely on criminal justice 
responses to drug use’.40

While the overdose epidemic is arguably behind 
this year’s push for harm reduction, synthetic drug 
threats were often also used as arguments for pro-
hibition and status quo. In fact, despite the broad 
calls for rethinking and innovation, almost no coun-
try acknowledged that scheduling, prohibition, and 
law enforcement have been ineffective – and even 
more problematically, counterproductive – mecha-
nisms to prevent the appearance of toxic synthetic 
opioids into the drugs supply. Indeed, such efforts 
may well be at the very root of the problem. The 
USA itself presented multiple initiatives to strength-
en law enforcement cooperation, boasting that 
it has funded the UNODC ‘with over USD 158 mil-
lion in extra-budgetary contributions, a significant 
portion of which has been dedicated to mobilizing 
an international response to combat the synthetic 
drug threat’.41 Only Czechia recognised that ‘the bal-
loon effect continues to compromise the effects of 
current policies’.42 

Box 2. A global majority for harm reduction
A very welcome development at the CND in re-
cent years is the end of the taboo on the words 
‘harm reduction’, which are now included in the 
statements delivered by a broad range of Mem-
ber States representing all regions. Reading 
through the CND Blog, the authors of this report 
recorded supportive references to harm reduc-
tions by countries as diverse as Canada, Costa 
Rica, Denmark, India, Indonesia, Iran, Kenya, Ma-
laysia, Nigeria, Switzerland, and Tanzania, as well 
as the European Union (EU) – to name a few. 

New Zealand delivered a particularly strong 
statement with a focus on drug checking, while 
Switzerland made it clear that ‘Harm reduction 
is therefore an indispensable tool if we truly 
want to respond effectively to the health risks 

stemming from drug consumption, whether it 
be HIV/AIDS, hepatitis, or overdoses’.43

This development should not be surprising, 
as at least 109 Member States are recorded as 
expressing support for harm reduction in their 
national policies and strategies.44 Furthermore, 
the term ‘harm reduction’ is already agreed lan-
guage at the UN General Assembly45 and at the 
UN Human Rights Council.46 Importantly, only 
two countries actually voted against the inclu-
sion of the term ‘harm reduction’ as the overdose 
resolution came to the Plenary for adoption 
(read below for more details).47 Disappointing-
ly, UNODC Executive Director Ghada Waly stood 
out by not endorsing harm reduction in any of 
her Plenary statements.
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Cannabis regulation: Tension 
grows as Germany joins the club
The legal regulation of cannabis is the most con-
crete and tangible aspect of the crisis facing the 
global drug control regime. Since 2012, seven coun-
tries and 25 US state-level jurisdictions have moved 
to adopt some form of regulated framework for the 
supply and use of cannabis, in direct contravention 
to the drug conventions.48 The momentum for this 
policy was made evident to all when, on the last day 
of the CND session, the German Bundesrat finally 
approved the long-expected regulatory framework 
for cannabis. With Germany, the total number of 
people living in jurisdictions where cannabis is le-
gal went over 380 million. At least 200 million more 
live in jurisdictions where there are credible plans 
to adopt a regulatory framework. 

Although cannabis regulation is on the offensive 
globally, it is on the defensive in Vienna. At the 
CND, voices against regulation are broader and 
louder than those in favour of the reform. State-
ments condemning regulation were delivered at 
the High-Level Segment and throughout items 
5 and 6 of the ordinary session, including in the 
joint statement delivered by Russia on behalf of 46 
Member States, which expressed concern over the 
impacts of cannabis on ‘children and youth’. Inter-
estingly, opposition to regulation was framed as 
a human rights issue: ‘Respect for human rights is 

best served by using drugs for scientific and medi-
cal purposes only’.49 Aside from the joint statement, 
various individual Member States also expressed 
concerns over legal regulation, including Brunei 
Darussalam, Burkina Faso, China, Cuba, Iran, Korea, 
Nigeria, Pakistan, Qatar, Russia, Singapore and Sri 
Lanka, among others.  

In contrast, countries that have moved to regulate 
cannabis defended their policies in a muted, and 
often apologetic, way. Thus, Czechia framed its pro-
posal for regulation as a prevention effort,50 Germa-
ny referred to its new framework as a prevention 
and harm reduction policy,51 while the Netherlands 
described its pilot projects as an ‘experiment against 
public nuisance, crime, and pro-public health’.52 

While cannabis remains prohibited at federal level, 
the USA was perhaps its most outspoken defender, 
continuing its increasing departure from arch pro-
hibitionist State, asking its fellow Member States 
whether we should view the drug control treaties 
‘as a straight jacket that tells you “you must do this 
and you cannot do that”… I would suggest that we 
start looking at the treaties, and we look at them 
objectively and try to step away from the various 
myths that have consumed us for years’.53 The US 
representative also corrected the narrative on the 
harms of regulation on young people, noting that 
‘Our evidence debunks that theory’.54

Box 3. The INCB tones down its words on cannabis regulation

In recent years, the International Narcotics Con-
trol Board (INCB or Board) has become a leading 
voice criticising the legal regulation of cannabis, 
dedicating the thematic chapter of last year’s 
Annual Report to this topic.55 In fact, the Board’s 
position became so outspoken that a growing 
number of countries had started to rely on the 
INCB as a springboard to criticise Member States 
moving towards regulation. 

We noted that trend in last year’s CND proceed-
ings report,56 with a warning that the politicisa-
tion of the INCB’s position on this contentious is-
sue could become a real problem for the Board, 
particularly as powerful Member States like the 
USA and Canada were already questioning its 

role in interpreting the conventions or monitor-
ing their implementation.

It may very well be that the Board has been lis-
tening to these warnings. Whereas at the open-
ing of the 2023 CND then-INCB President Jagjit 
Pavadia put criticism of legal regulation at the 
forefront of her intervention, this year referenc-
es to regulation where scarce, subdued, and 
very much relegated to the end. In his state-
ment under agenda Item 5.c, the Board’s Presi-
dent seemed to shrug off its responsibilities on 
the matter, noting that ‘The apparent tension 
between these provisions and the trend toward 
legalization needs to be addressed by the signa-
tories of the drug control conventions’.57  
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Human rights and Indigenous 
Peoples’ rights continue to gain 
ground in Vienna
In recent years, the UN human rights system has 
emerged as a major actor in global drug policy de-
bates, with human rights bodies and experts calling 
loud and clear for transformative change. Gene-
va-based human rights bodies have arguably been 
the UN entities most engaged with the Midterm Re-
view outside Vienna. In August 2023, the OHCHR re-
leased a landmark report on human rights challeng-
es in drug policy,58 framed explicitly as a contribution 
to the Midterm Review. In a clear precedent of the 
message delivered by Colombia at the opening of 
the session, the report called for a paradigm shift in 
the global approach to drugs, placing human rights, 
equality and non-discrimination at its centre.

With the 2023 report, the OHCHR became the 
first-ever UN agency to invite Member States to 
consider the responsible regulation of all drugs. For 
those in Vienna who had been increasingly wary of 
the contributions from Geneva, this recommenda-
tion was the straw that broke the camel’s back, and 
they lashed back. A good example of this is the UN-
ODC intervention at the Human Rights Council in-
tersessional panel on human rights in drug policy in 
February 2024, where the UNODC representative, 
Jean-Luc Lemahieu, largely parsed over actual hu-
man rights violations, and instead spoke at length 
on prevention and reframed the OHCHR recom-
mendation on legal regulation as a call to improve 
access to medicines.59 

High Commissioner Volker Türk was unfazed by 
this backlash. As the first UN High Commissioner 
for Human Rights to attend the CND in person, he 
delivered a powerful intervention at the opening 
of the High-Level Segment, in which he called for 
‘transformative change’ in drug policy.60 On top 

of his intervention, the OHCHR also intervened 
at the stock-taking roundtable of the High-Level 
Segment, and under Item 6 of the regular session, 
where it highlighted the then forthcoming report 
on harm reduction of the UN Special Rapporteur on 
the right to health.61  

A significant number of countries took the floor to 
welcome the work of the OHCHR, including Austria, 
Canada, Colombia, Mexico, Portugal, and of course 
the Colombia-led joint statement by 62 Member 
States. Switzerland was probably the most outspo-
ken, stating that ‘It is high time that we implement 
the recommendations of civil society and other UN 
specialised parties, such as UN Women, UNAIDS, 
and human rights bodies. Human rights must be 
our compass’.62 On the opposite side, Pakistan not-
ed that an ‘excessive focus on human rights should 
not limit us in countering the world drug problem’,63 
while Russia confronted the High Commissioner 
head on for his ‘recommendations that are at odds 
with the three drug control conventions and their 
counter-productive nature for international an-
ti-narcotics cooperation’.64

Indigenous Peoples’ rights are also gaining increas-
ing ground at the CND – including in the negoti-
ations of the yearly alternative development reso-
lution. Bolivia has long been the most outspoken 
country on this issue, as it triggered in 2023 a crit-
ical review of the status of the coca leaf under the 
conventions.65 Bolivia’s move was justified as a key 
step to address the colonial legacy of the global 
drug control regime. While waiting for the WHO’s 
Expert Committee on Drug Dependence recom-
mendations on this matter, Bolivia and its allies 
have continued to put this issue at the centre of 
Vienna, with an intervention by Bolivian Vice Pres-
ident David Choquehuanca at the opening of the 
High-Level Segment, and a major high-level side 
event that featured a statement by High Commis-
sioner Volker Türk. 

Bolivian Vice President Choquehuanca addressing the 67th CND session, while holding coca leaves. Credit: CND_Tweets
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Throughout Plenary proceedings, Brazil, Colombia, 
Mexico and Peru, as well as the joint statement of 
the GRULAC, also spoke about the need to protect 
the rights of Indigenous Peoples in drug policy 
making, recognising that they are disproportion-
ately harmed by current approaches. Canada was 
probably the most forceful delegation, recognis-
ing that the impact of drug control on Indigenous 
Peoples has been ‘exacerbated by historical trauma, 
lack of access to housing, and ongoing coloniza-
tion’.66 The statement of the Group of 77 also made 
a reference to the UN Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous People, showing that the issue is being 
mainstreamed and accepted by a broad number of 
countries across regions. This level of Member State 
engagement is a remarkable step up from prior ses-
sions, and a clear sign that the powerful advocacy 
by Indigenous delegates at the CND is working. 

An example of this advocacy was the statement de-
livered at the High-Level Segment by Diego Andrés 
Lugo-Vivas, on behalf of both the International In-
digenous Drug Policy Alliance and the Peasant Re-
serve Zones. In a strong statement starting with a 
tribute to Dairo Yovani Aquite, an Indigenous leader 
from Inzá, Colombia, murdered in March 2024, the 
representative made it clear that the ‘war on drugs’ 

is ‘the result of colonial views of whiteness, sexism, 
classism, misogynistic behaviours, racism, patriar-
chal abuse, continuous deracination, homophobia 
and transphobia’.67

Geopolitical dynamics:  
Drug policy does not happen in  
a vacuum
The CND is first and foremost a diplomatic forum 
and, as such, a space where geopolitics take a cen-
tral stage. The Russian aggression on Ukraine was 
the major issue at the March 2022 session of the 
CND, likely because it began just two weeks before 
the start of the Commission, and Vienna is a mere 
six-hour drive from Ukraine. The war blew a hole 
at the credibility and legitimacy of Russia’s initia-
tives at the Commission – where it was historically 
the leading actor on the pro-status quo side. This 
brought an end to several traditions central to the 
‘Vienna spirit’.68

Two years later, the Russian war remains an im-
portant consideration at the CND – as it continues 
to be in other UN settings. A significant number of 
countries condemned the Russian aggression in 
their statements. During the High-Level Segment,  

Diego Andrés Lugo-Vivas speaking of the rights of Indigenous Peoples at the 67th session of the CND. Credit: Beatrix Vaz
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the Russian delegation spoke against the ‘neo-nazi 
regime in Kiev and Western terrorism against Rus-
sia’,69 triggering a mass walk-out from delegates. 
However, statements against Russia came only 
from Western countries aligned with Ukraine, and 
it was clear that most delegations are not seeking 
to prioritise this conflict in their CND endeavours. 
The fact that 46 delegations were comfortable with 
letting Russia lead the anti-regulation statement 
seems to indicate that Russia is seen once again as 
a legitimate leader in Vienna. 

The 67th session of the CND took place when the 
number of civilians killed by Israel in Gaza were 
estimated at over 30,000. In many corners of the 
world, Western support for the Israel after two 
years of condemning the Russian aggression on 
Ukraine was seen as an act of hypocrisy. At least 
eight Member States used their plenary interven-
tions to express their concern over the war, albeit 
with different nuances. There was explicit condem-
nation by Algeria, Jordan, Kuwait, Pakistan, South 
Africa, Syria and Turkey. Meanwhile, Canada, the 
EU, Norway and Sweden made more vague calls for 
peace. IDPC was the only civil society organisation 
to use its plenary statement to express, on behalf of 
many members of the network, its solidarity with 
the people of Palestine, thus earning a rebuttal by 
the Israeli delegation. The demands expressed by 
IDPC for a ceasefire and a release of people arbi-
trarily detained on all sides echoed many calls from 
within the UN human rights system. A great deal of 
IDPC’s work to end the ‘war on drugs’ is premised on 
the notion that the international community must 
place human rights at the centre of its agenda, and 
many felt that turning a blind eye on the systemic 

violations in Gaza would undermine the credibility 
and legitimacy of that effort. 

The Committee of the Whole: 
The Vienna consensus breaks 
The negotiation of resolutions at this year’s CND 
was perhaps the most exciting delegates had seen 
in decades. As the CND started, only four resolu-
tions had been tabled for negotiations: 

• Resolution 67/1. Promoting recovery and relat-
ed support services for people with drug use 
disorders (tabled as Draft resolution L3 by Chile)

• Resolution 67/2. Improving access to and avail-
ability of controlled substances for medical pur-
poses, including for the treatment of children in 
pain, through the promotion of awareness-rais-
ing, training and data collection (tabled as Draft 
resolution L.4 by Belgium and Côte d’Ivoire)

• Resolution 67/3. Celebrating the tenth anniver-
sary of the United Nations Guiding Principles 
on Alternative Development: Effective imple-
mentation and the way forward (tabled as Draft 
resolution L2 by Germany, Peru and Thailand)

• Resolution 67/4. Preventing and responding to 
drug overdose through prevention, treatment, 
care, and recovery measures as well as oth-
er public health interventions to address the 
harms associated with illicit drug use as part 
of a balanced, comprehensive, scientific evi-
dence-based approach (tabled as Draft resolu-
tion L5 by the USA).

IDPC Executive Director Ann Fordham expresses solidarity with the people of Palestine as she addresses the Plenary at the 67th CND. Credit: 
Martin Jelsma
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In contrast with previous years, all resolutions tabled 
at the 67th session had a progressive stance (see Figure 
1). And so, like-minded Member States were acutely 
aware that more conservative countries would come 
in full force to water down and weaken the proposed 
drafts. At the same time, the fact that the USA was 
leading on a resolution on overdose prevention that 
explicitly mentioned ‘harm reduction’ no less than 
nine times, was a clear message to the Commission: 
this year, all efforts would be made for this term to be 
finally accepted as CND-agreed language. 
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Figure 1. Analysis of CND resolutions, 2010 to 202470

Tensions arise over unilateral 
coercive measures
As has become tradition, Germany, Peru and Thai-
land presented their yearly resolution on alterna-
tive development – Resolution 67/3, which marked 
the 10-year anniversary of the United Nations Guid-
ing Principles on Alternative Development. The res-
olution built upon the progress made in previous 
years, with language around environment protec-
tion, gender, the rights of Indigenous Peoples and 
the need to ensure ‘proper and coordinated se-
quencing’. Mostly, however, the negotiations on the 
alternative development resolution became a bat-
tleground over ‘technology transfer’ and ‘unilateral 
coercive measures’ (UCMs) – two highly political is-
sues revealing a broadening divide between Global 
North and Global South countries.

Iran kicked off the debates by proposing wording on 
UCMs taken from last year’s alternative development 

resolution (Resolution 66/4): ‘Recognizes the funda-
mental role of effective international cooperation 
in preventing and combating drug-related crime, 
in particular through alternative development 
programmes, and to this end underlines the im-
portance of addressing, tackling and effectively re-
sponding to international challenges and barriers, 
in particular measures, that hinder such cooperation, 
and which are not consistent with the Charter of the 
United Nations and obligations under international 
law, and in this regard urges States, consistent with 
their international obligations, to refrain from apply-
ing such measures’ (emphasis added).71 Iran justified 
this addition by explaining that unilaterally im-
posed sanctions were affecting the alternative de-
velopment programmes targeting farmers in both 
Iran and Afghanistan. 

Over the past year, UCMs have become a key point 
of contention in various parts of the UN system, 
with the issue also coming up strongly throughout 
the negotiation of the outcome document for the 
Midterm Review. At the UN General Assembly last 
October, various countries from Africa, the Middle 
East, Central Asia and Latin America all raised con-
cerns over UCMs,72 as measures that were causing 
‘immense economic hardship and deprived vul-
nerable populations of critical medical care’.73 A 
few months earlier, the Human Rights Council ad-
opted Resolution 52/13 on ‘The negative impact of 
universal coercive measures on the enjoyment of 
human rights’, in which Member States expressed 
‘grave concern at the negative impact of unilateral 
coercive measures on human rights, including the 
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right to development, international solidarity, in-
ternational relations, trade, investment and coop-
eration’, and underscored ‘the disproportionate and 
indiscriminate human costs of unilateral coercive 
sanctions and their negative effects on the civilian 
population’. Again, the vote showed the global di-
vide on the issue, which those in favour being all lo-
cated in the Global South, and those against being 
located in Europe and North America.74  

The war in Gaza – which was inevitably mentioned 
regularly throughout the CND debates (see above 
for more details) – has further underscored the 
dysfunctional nature of UCMs. While Global North 
countries have long justified the imposition of 
UCMs as a key tool to protect human rights and 
uphold international law, the refusal to impose 
sanctions on Israel for the atrocities committed in 
Palestinian territories – and the blockage of any res-
olution by the Security Council to that effect – has 
demonstrated how sanctions are, in reality, only ap-
plied as a political tool. 

In contrast with other UN fora, however, language 
on UCMs did not get much support during the ne-
gotiations of Resolution 67/3 on alternative devel-
opment, likely in recognition that Iran was pushing 
this issue in the CoW solely for political reasons. On 
the other side, the EU and countries like Australia, 
Canada, Germany, Japan, Norway, Peru, Poland, 
the UK and the USA resisted inclusion of the UCM 
language until the very end of the CND week. In 
retaliation, Iran blocked the adoption of a number 
of paragraphs, leading the CoW Chair to send the 
draft resolution to the Plenary without agreement 
in the CoW.

Promoting technology transfer 
& affordability: The North-South 
divide deepens
Another key issue of contention during the nego-
tiations of Resolution 67/3 related to language 
around ‘technology transfer’, again proposed by 
Iran. As a transit country, Iran explained, technol-
ogy transfer was considered as a key element for 
‘combating the drug scourge’. After push back from 
the German, Peruvian and US delegations, Australia 
proposed compromise language in the form of: ‘en-
hancing technical and financial support’, which Iran 
refused to accept. 

The issue of technology transfer arose again with 
the concept of ‘affordability’ as Resolution 67/2 on 
access to controlled medicines came to the CoW. 
The Egyptian delegate was clear and to the point: 
the affordability of medications constitutes one 

of the main impediments to access to controlled 
medicines.75 And as long as medicines  continue 
to be predominantly supplied by private corpora-
tions (most based in the Global North) which hold 
monopoly and intellectual property rights over 
these products, the medicines will generally be un-
affordable, and therefore inaccessible, in most of 
the Global South.76 Transfer of technology on con-
trolled medicines would mitigate these risks. 

While Canada warned against the inclusion of a 
‘shopping list’ to the paragraph relating to ‘impedi-
ments to accessing medicines’, South Africa rightly 
retaliated: ‘Poverty… underdevelopment and unaf-
fordability is not a shopping list for low- and mid-
dle-income countries’. In the end, the term ‘technol-
ogy transfer’ failed to make it into any of the CND 
resolutions adopted at this 67th session. Nonethe-
less, the need for ‘affordable’ care and services was 
recognised (in five instances) in Resolution 67/2 
on access to medicines and in Resolution 67/1 on 
recovery, while Resolution 67/4 on overdose pre-
vention includes the wording ‘within their means’ 
four times within its operational paragraphs.

Recognising the critical role of 
civil society
As IDPC has repeatedly warned against shrinking 
civic space both nationally and in UN fora, it was 
unsurprising that the issue of civil society engage-
ment also came up at this year’s CoW. In 2023, the 
negotiations of the modalities resolution for the 
Midterm Review had been particularly frustrating in 
relation to civil society.77 In contrast, NGO participa-
tion was definitely not the main point of contention 
at this 67th CND session. In fact, progress was made 
on the role of civil society in drug policy, especially 
in Resolution 67/1 on recovery which welcomes 
the role and contributions of both ‘people in recov-
ery’ and ‘representatives of affected communities’. 
Similarly, Resolution 67/2 on access to medicines  
recognises the role of civil society and ‘communi-
ty-led organisations’. 

Disappointingly, mention of ‘civil society and af-
fected communities’ was removed from a key para-
graph of CND Resolution 67/4 on overdoses, which 
requests an open-ended intergovernmental expert 
group meeting on drugs and drug overdoses. After 
much back and forth on the text, the language was 
eventually replaced with ‘nongovernmental stake-
holders’ – a real missed opportunity considering 
the critical the role that people who use drugs have 
played in shaping the harm reduction response to 
the overdose crisis. 
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The Vienna consensus crumbles 
over harm reduction
The most contentious topic of the week no doubt 
came up in relation to the US-sponsored Resolu-
tion 67/4 on overdose prevention. This was the 
first resolution dedicated to overdose since 2012 
which was, at the time, tabled by Portugal.78 This 
was also the first time that progressive Member 
States presented a serious and united front in sup-
port for the inclusion of the term ‘harm reduction’ in 
a CND resolution. It was also notable that this res-
olution was presented by the USA, a State that for 
so long objected to the term ‘harm reduction’ and 
ensured through its diplomatic might that it would 
not appear in any political text agreed in Vienna. 
The unmitigated overdose death crisis within its 
own borders finally changed its stance, and as such, 
when the negotiations started in the CoW, the USA 
stated: ‘The time has come to address the elephant 
in the room’. Throughout the week, 16 countries79 
and the EU made strong statements in favour of 
harm reduction and the need for its inclusion with-
in the text – refusing to accept the usual compro-
mise language traditionally used at the CND, i.e. 
‘initiatives and measures aimed at minimizing the 
adverse public health and social consequences of 
drug abuse’. 

In response, various delegations80 spoke against 
harm reduction. China simply proposed substitut-
ing ‘harm reduction’ with ‘demand reduction’, while 
the Holy See declared being ‘convinced that the 
focus should be on preventing drug use’. Russia – 
certainly the most vocal delegation on the topic – 
declared that ‘some measures that some countries 
call “harm reduction”’ constituted ‘a threat to the na-
tional security’ of the country, and concluded that it 
could not agree to any preambular paragraph, op-
erative paragraph, or any resolution that contained 
these words. 

In defence of harm reduction, the Australian del-
egate presented a long list of initiatives being im-
plemented across the country, stating that ‘The ev-
idence for harm reduction strategies is strong. It is 
important to provide health services for all people 
so they can lead long healthy lives and harm re-
duction complements supply and demand reduc-
tion’. The Swiss delegate failed to hide his frustra-
tion over the refusal by several Member States to 
include ‘harm reduction’ in the resolution: ‘Why do 
we have more than 100 countries globally that use 

the concept of harm reduction…and yet it remains 
difficult to recognise a practice that is so widely 
used? Each time we were compelled to paraphrase. 
We have an expression for it. And reflects what it 
is we do internationally’. Belgium, in the meantime, 
called on those present to ‘do a reality check… Peo-
ple are suffering and dying. Harm reduction works’. 

Various options were proposed as delegates tried 
to find a viable solution, ranging from an unprec-
edented number of caveats (‘I have rarely seen a 
paragraph that is so caveated’ deplored the Swiss 
delegate), the removal of all but one mention of 
the term (going from nine in the original text, to 
four after the first round of negotiations, to a sin-
gle one at the very end), and the proposal of a foot-
note acknowledging that ‘harm reduction is not 
permissible under some Member States’ domestic 
legal frameworks except in the context of HIV pre-
vention, treatment and care among people who 
inject drugs’. In addition, several harm reduction 
interventions that had originally been included in 
the draft resolution, including ‘drug checking’ and 
‘supervised consumption sites’, were removed from 
the text ‘in the spirit of compromise’. Interestingly, 
the usual proxy language used at the CND to refer 
to harm reduction was also replaced with less stig-
matising wording: ‘public health interventions to 
address the harms associated with illicit drug use’.

And yet, no effort was good enough. The negotia-
tions stalled, and eventually reached a stalemate on 
the last day of the CND. On one side, Russia asked 
the CoW: ‘In terms of ensuring good faith and inter-
national cooperation based on trust and mutual re-
spect of each other’s priorities, will the Commission 
allow a group of Member States to impose their 
view on others that oppose many UN values?... Let’s 
focus on what unifies us’. To this, Norway retaliated: 
‘We believe that the Vienna consensus is not best 
served by a small number of countries blocking this 
consensus’. 

Faced with this impasse, the USA asked the CoW 
Chair to clean up the resolution and send it to the 
Plenary, with an indication of which paragraphs 
were not agreed in the CoW. In the end, Russia ob-
jected to the one paragraph that retained ‘harm re-
duction’,81 while Iran objected to another six.82 

As the negotiations eventually closed in the CoW 
on Friday afternoon, all eyes turned to the Plenary 
where Member States were getting ready to vote 
on CND resolutions for the first time since 1985.83
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A full room in the CoW as Member States attempted to find a final compromise on the overdose resolution. Credit: Nick Boyce

The consensus is broken: What’s 
next for the ‘Vienna spirit’?
A sense of uncertainty was in the air as delegates 
made their way to the Plenary on Friday afternoon, 
with no clear idea of how the proceedings were 
going to go. The CND Chair decided to focus first 
on the presentation of the official report of the 67th 
session, and then moved on to adopt the two res-
olutions that had been approved in the CoW: Res-
olution 67/1 on recovery, and Resolution 67/2 on 
access to medicines. 

With those out of the way, it was time for the Chair 
to consider Resolution 67/3 on alternative devel-
opment. In his introductory remarks, the Thai del-
egate mentioned the sponsors’ efforts to reach an 
agreement on a resolution that took ‘over 24 hours 
of informal consultations in probably the most 
open and transparent manner that we could’, in ad-
dition to six hours of negotiations in the CoW. After 
so many hours of discussions, however, the spon-
sors had taken the hard decision of deleting all con-
tentious paragraphs that had not enjoyed ‘broad 
consensus’. Later on, the Thai delegate would joke: 
‘Last Wednesday, when this draft resolution was 
introduced at the pre-session consultation, my col-
league was saying that he was expecting a bumpy 
road ahead, but I did not know that it would be a 
rollercoaster ride!’. 

At that stage, Thailand invoked Rule 50 of the Rules 
of Procedure of the Functional Commissions of the 
Economic and Social Council,84 according to which 
‘A representative may at any time move the clo-
sure of the debate on the item under discussion, 
whether or not any other representative has signi-
fied his wish to speak. Permission to speak on the 
motion shall be accorded only to two representa-
tives opposing the closure, after which the motion 
shall be put to the vote immediately’. The voting 
process had started. At that point, Iran objected to 
the closure of the debate, leading the Chair to in-
voke Rule 58 of the Rules of Procedure according 
to which a simple majority of CND Members pres-
ent and voting is required for approval. The motion 
passed easily, with Iran being the only delegation 
voting against, and abstentions from Algeria, Indo-
nesia, Kenya, Russia and Tanzania. The first vote on 
a CND resolution in decades was then called for by 
the CND Chair. In a surprising turn of events, Iran – 
the very delegation which had called for a vote on 
the resolution – abstained (alongside Armenia and 
Tanzania), resulting in the resolution being adopt-
ed by 45 Member States,85 with no vote against, and 
four abstentions. A baffled UK delegate enquired: 
‘given that there were no votes against the motion, 
is the resolution passed by consensus?’, to which 
Iran replied: ‘If there was consensus, we would 
not vote’. ‘It is a matter of regret’, the Iranian dele-
gate continued, ‘that, despite all efforts from my  
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delegation, the sponsors of this resolution chose 
a path of confrontation rather than cooperation in 
the spirit which would be needed in the CND’. 

After a short break, the long-awaited discussion on 
the overdose resolution finally started in the Plena-
ry. Without delay, the USA invoked Rule 50 of the 
Rules of Procedures (closure of the debate), which 
was approved by 45 votes in favour, with no votes 
against nor any abstentions. When asked by the 
Chair whether the resolution could be adopted by 
consensus, Russia invoked Rule 57 of the Rules of 
Procedure (request for a vote). In a historical move, 
the first-ever CND resolution featuring the term 
‘harm reduction’ was finally adopted in Vienna, with 
38 votes in favour,86 two votes against,87 and six ab-
stentions.88 

Following the vote was a long line of speakers 
commenting both on the contents of the resolu-
tion (some promoting prevention and a drug-free 
society, while others strongly defending harm re-
duction), and on the process (deploring the end of 
the ‘Vienna spirit’). On the substance, Canada made 
it clear: ‘This is a question of the health and safe-
ty of humankind. It is a question of life or death’. In 
contrast, China noted ‘with concern that in some 
countries the so-called harm reduction interven-
tion introduces practices suspected of condoning, 
or even legalising, drug abuse – such as legitimising 

drug consumption rooms’. As for Russia, the dele-
gate deplored the fact that ‘several countries at the 
national level have substantially lowered the bar 
disastrously… The stated aim of these countries is 
merely harm reduction… We totally disagree with 
this’. Singapore was more subtle in its explanation 
of vote: ‘We do acknowledge that harm reduction, 
despite lacking an inter-governmentally agreed 
definition, has its merit and is important to some 
countries in tackling their domestic drug problem. 
Nevertheless, we strongly believe that countries 
that adopt harm reduction measures should also 
consider having recovery and abstinence as the 
end goal’. 

Most delegates discussed the implications of this 
historical moment for the ‘Vienna spirit’. Canada 
made it clear that it ‘stands ready to work construc-
tively with all delegations in this room in getting 
the CND back to the path of consensus’, while the 
EU expressed concerns over the decision to take 
CND resolutions to a vote. 

Nonetheless, the vote was also an opportunity for 
various Member States to emphasize the limits of 
consensus-based decision-making in Vienna. Im-
mediately after the vote, the US delegate took the 
floor again: ‘We regret that this minority of States 
have pushed the spirit of Vienna to the brink, 
but we believe the vote count for this measure  

Credit: Juan Fernández Ochoa

Figure 2. Overview of votes on CND Resolution 67/4 on overdose prevention
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demonstrates that a small number of States are util-
ising our consensus-based decision-making pro-
cess to hold the CND hostage’. A lengthy statement 
by the Russian representative followed this decla-
ration, with the delegate lamenting the ‘major step 
backwards’ undertaken by the Commission. ‘This 
kind of method of work is absolutely unaccept-
able’, he continued, ‘it is done in bad faith and not in 
compliance with the renown traditions of the CND’. 
This led the EU delegate to remark that ‘consensus 
cannot mean a veto right for every Member State. 
The Vienna spirit is an expression of willingness and 
dedication of all concerned parties to pull togeth-
er to find joint solutions, even on the most difficult 
topics. It requires good faith, willingness to listen to 
each other, and a certain flexibility’.

As the 67th session of the Commission came to a 
close, the final remarks from UNODC Executive Di-
rector Ghada Waly were somewhat anticlimactic: 
‘This High-Level Session spoke to a fundamental 
truth of this Commission – that even in times of di-
vision and fractures, we can find common ground 
and collective results… We need to stay commit-
ted to the Vienna Spirit’. On a similar path, the CND 
Chair closed the CND with words of caution: ‘We 
can still deploy our utmost efforts to keep the Vien-
na spirit when considering issues within the remit 
of our common and shared responsibility. Voting 
on issues of this nature undoubtedly undermines 
our collective enterprise and, therefore, I urge deep 
reflection on this matter’. These, and other remarks 
by various delegations show that the broken con-
sensus may not yet become the new normal at the 
CND. However, the move to a vote has shown that 
Member States are no longer beholden to seeking 
consensus at all costs, and this brings a world of 
opportunities (and challenges!) to the fore for the 
years to come.

NGO dialogues: More challen-
ges to the status quo
As part of its role in facilitating NGO participation at 
the CND, the Vienna NGO Committee on Drugs (VN-
GOC) hosted five ‘Informal Civil Society Dialogues’ 
with senior UN officials: the WHO delegation,89 the 
INCB President and Secretary,90 the UNODC Exec-
utive Director and her senior management,91 the 
CND Chair and Secretariat,92 and finally one with 
representatives OHCHR, UNAIDS and UNDP.93 The 
Dialogues are an important opportunity for NGOs 
to pose taxing questions directly to those in posi-
tions of power. However, the fact that all questions 
are pre-submitted (and, in the case of the UNODC 

Executive Director, vetted and merged), and the 
lack of opportunity to follow-up or challenge a re-
sponse, reduces the dynamism of such interactions 
– resulting in cautiously scripted answers rather 
than more insightful personal reflections.

In fact, sometimes the Dialogues reveal more 
through the questions which are avoided or side-
stepped, rather than those which are answered. 
This was perhaps the case at the well-attended Dia-
logue with the UNODC Executive Director, Ms. Gh-
ada Waly. Questions on drug treatment allowed her 
to speak about the state-run centres she has helped 
open in Egypt, and questions on the importance of 
drug prevention allowed her to extol the values of 
UNODC’s new flagship ‘CHAMPS’ initiative (see Box 
1). Yet, more challenging questions on the need for 
clearer legal thresholds for drug possession, and on 
the lack of inclusivity in the UNODC’s Youth Forum, 
received short thrift. When colleagues from the 
youth-led Paradigma Coalition were given the floor 
to raise concerns about the lack of substantive in-
formation about ‘CHAMPS’ and concerns about its 
effectiveness, Ms. Waly’s response was dismissive 
and missed the point: ‘How can you be concerned 
about something that you don’t have information 
on yet?’

However, some of the responses from Ms. Waly did 
serve to underline the value of these Dialogues 
as moments for civil society to challenge and get 
new information. The Washington Office on Latin 
America (WOLA) asked Ms. Waly why the UNODC 
co-sponsored a CND side event on ‘evidence-based 
policies and practices’ alongside a Member State 
(here, Singapore) which continues to impose the 
death penalty for drug offences. Ms. Waly respond-
ed, ‘Our position is clear. We oppose use of the death 
penalty in all circumstances… Does it mean that we 
stop working with countries that impose the death 
penalty? Of course not’. IDPC also used the oppor-
tunity to get some much-needed transparency on 
Ms. Waly’s own position, as she confirmed on the 
record that she has now been re-appointment for a 
third, two-year term in the role.

At the Dialogue with the WHO delegation, similar 
questions on prevention, treatment and youth were 
answered by colleagues from the HIV, hepatitis and 
‘Substance Abuse’ programmes – but questions re-
lating to scheduling, the pending coca leaf review 
and herbal, traditional and psychedelic medicines 
were left unanswered as the relevant colleagues 
from the WHO Expert Committee on Drug Depen-
dence were otherwise engaged in the CND Plena-
ry – an unfortunate clash of times. Written answers 

http://see Box 1
http://see Box 1
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Informal dialogue with the OHCHR, UNAIDS and UNDP, 67th session of the CND. Credit: IDPC

were promised but are yet to be received. There 
was, nonetheless, some interesting exchanges on 
human rights and on drug use in humanitarian cri-
sis settings – with new WHO guidance coming soon 
on the latter. When asked by an NGO from Pakistan 
about ‘the rise of deaths and emergency room visits 
related to use of cannabis’, the response was that 
the WHO has ‘no mandate on how the internation-
al legal framework should be applied to prevent 
cannabis-related health consequences’. But when 
pressed on cannabis regulation again a few ques-
tions later, they did acknowledge that lessons can 
be learned from licit markets for nicotine and alco-
hol products, and the impacts of availability, acces-
sibility, affordability, quality and age controls.

The issue of legal regulation came up again during 
the Dialogue with the INCB President. When asked 
about the INCB’s views on pilot projects for the 
regulation of cannabis and cocaine in light of the 
UN drug control treaties, the Board highlighted 
the tensions between the conventions on the one 
hand, and the policies put in place in some coun-
tries. This, the INCB concluded, ‘is up to the State 
parties’, explaining that ‘there are many different 
approaches to drugs’. As Instituto RIA questioned 
whether the current framework was still fit for pur-
pose if countries are moving in such different posi-
tions, the INCB made its position clear: ‘Whether or 
not the drug control conventions are fit for purpose 

is a question for State parties, not for the Board. The 
Board’s mandate is to monitor the implementation 
of the conventions as they are, and to work with 
State parties to ensure that their objectives are met’. 

The most exciting dialogue this year was no doubt 
the one held with the representatives of OHCHR, 
UNAIDS and UNDP. All three entities elaborated 
on their work around the promotion of human 
rights, civil society engagement, decriminalisation 
and harm reduction, with the representative of the 
UN Special Rapporteur on the right to health tak-
ing this opportunity to highlight Ms. Mofokeng’s 
upcoming reports on harm reduction. In the mean-
while, the OHCHR representative also underscored 
the significant progress made in featuring human 
rights at the CND: ‘I think many of you were here in 
2017 when I first came to the CND. At the time, it 
was not easy to talk about human rights. Now, it’s 
part of the discussion’.  

Perhaps one of the biggest disappointments from 
this year’s series of Dialogues was that with the 
CND Chair, Ambassador Philbert Johnson of Gha-
na – who had overseen the fraught negotiations on 
the midterm review outcome document. Ambassa-
dor Johnson had to leave the room moments before 
being posed this enticing question from Instituto 
RIA (Mexico): ‘What would you have strengthened 
or changed in the outcome document if you had 
your way, rather than working towards consensus?’. 
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Box 4. The VNGOC Annual General Meeting and elections

For the NGOs present (and many following on-
line), another mainstay of the CND calendar is 
the VNGOC’s annual general meeting and Board 
elections. This year saw another full house in 
Room CR-7, where the VNGOC Board and the 
Chair Matej Kosir updated members on their ac-
tivities and results over the past 12 months. 

Ahead of the elections for a new Deputy Chair, 
Treasurer and Secretary, a bipartisan Nomina-
tions Committee had shared their recommend-
ed ‘slate’ to try and ensure geographical, gender 
and thematic balance on the six-person Board. 

In the end, an actual vote was only required 
for the Deputy Chair position, as only the in-
cumbents – Beatrix Vas from Youth RISE and 
Asia Ashraf from the World Federation Against 
Drugs – were nominated for the other two po-
sitions. Disappointingly, for the second year in 
a row, the balanced ‘slate’ was not successful. It 
was apparent that many prevention- and ab-
stinence-focused NGOs rallied to elect Esteban 
Wood, a WFAD board member from Argentina, 
rather than the recommended candidate Char-
ity Monareng from TB/HIV Care and SSDP Inter-
national in South Africa.

Side events
A record number of 174 side events were held 
throughout the CND week and its High-Level Seg-
ment. Of those, over 6 in 10 were (co-)organised by 
civil society – with an unprecedented 61 side events 
being co-organised by IDPC Members. 12 of these 
events were held during the High-Level Segment, 
focusing on the different challenges identified in 
the 2019 Ministerial Declaration.   

Positively, a majority of the side events at this ses-
sion had a progressive approach to drug policy, 
with discussions centring harm reduction, decrimi-
nalisation, legal regulation, the rights of Indigenous 
People, access to controlled medicines, gender and 
intersectionality, the impacts of drug policies on the 
environment, as well as events condemning milita-
risation, the death penalty and extrajudicial killings. 

In an effort to give visibility to the OHCHR report on 
the human rights implications of drug policy, IDPC 
partnered with the Office of the High Commission-
er and various civil society organisations to host a 
series of seven side events addressing each of the 
human rights challenges identified in the report.94 
These events featured a good number of UN hu-
man rights experts, including from the OHCHR, the 
Human Rights Committee, the Working Group on 
Discrimination against Women and Girls, as well as 
the UN Special Rapporteurs on the right to health 
and on toxics and human rights. 

As always, these progressive events were counter-
balanced with events focusing on prevention and 
the push for a drug-free society, discussions around 
countering drug trafficking, organised crime, fire-
arms trafficking, etc. 

Credit: Marie Nougier, IDPC
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Conclusion 
This year’s CND was historical in many ways – the 
first time a High Commissioner for Human Rights 
addressed the Commission in person, the first votes 
on resolutions after decades of consensus-based 
policy making, the first time ‘harm reduction’ made 
it into a CND resolution, the first time a large group-
ing of Member States questioned the punitive drug 
control paradigm. 

One could not help but feel some elation at the 
huge gains made at this 67th session, especially 
following years of sustained civil society advocacy. 
And yet, the closing session of the CND left many 
with a feeling of uncertainty on the extent to which 
these gains will truly impact drug policy making at 
the Commission. The fact is that many delegations 
– both progressive and conservative – used their 
final remarks to express their support for the ‘Vien-
na Spirit’ and reiterate their commitment to con-
sensus-based decision making. The 33rd session of 
the Commission on Crime Prevention and Criminal 
Justice (CCPCJ) – held in Vienna a mere few weeks 
after the CND – also presented worrying warning 
signs. There, much effort was made to conduct a 
‘business-as-usual’ session, with no effort to break, 
or even question, consensus as resolutions were 
debated and eventually adopted. 

Whether the Vienna spirit gets a makeover in the 
coming years and Member States build on the 67th 
CND session to start a new tradition of regular vot-
ing when adopting CND resolutions remains to be 

seen. The aftermath of this year’s CND does show 
that moving in that direction will require significant 
advocacy from civil society, to ensure strong leader-
ship and coordination by supportive Member States. 

In parallel, much remains to be done for Member 
States to push for real reforms of the punitive drug 
control approach at the UN, building on the col-
lective acknowledgement that prohibition is sim-
ply not working. While over 60 States supported 
Colombia’s joint statement at the high-Level Seg-
ment, a closer look at individual country statements 
shows no clear agreement on what a new UN drug 
policy paradigm could look like.

Only time will tell what the real implications of this 
year’s 67th CND session are for the future of global 
drug policy making. However, the tide has undeni-
ably turned, and maintaining ‘business as usual’ at 
the CND has simply become untenable as the rest 
of the UN system – and an increasing number of 
countries – are moving towards a health and rights-
based approach to drug policy.
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94.  For more information, see: https://idpc.net/
events/2024/03/human-rights-side-events-series-CND 

95.  Please note that ‘progressive’ side events generally relate 
to issues related to access to harm reduction, treatment 
and other health services, access to controlled medicines, 
alternative development, civil society participation, decri-
minalisation, legal regulation and women/intersectionality, 

and from governments or NGOs known to have a health and 
human rights approach to drugs. ‘Status quo’ side events 
generally relate to issues such as organised crime, supply 
reduction, prevention, and scheduling, as well as anti-legal 
regulation or decriminalisation, and from governments or 
NGOs known to be anti-reform and pro-prohibition. ‘Neutral’ 
side events tend to focus on data collection and information 
sharing, or from a stance that is difficult to assess

https://idpc.net/events/2024/03/human-rights-side-events-series-CND 
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