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I. Committee Background 

 The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) was established to 

combat drugs, international crime and terrorism. The committee was founded in 1997 

when the United Nations (UN) blended the Center for International Crime Prevention 

and the United Nations Drug Control Program. UNODC is based in Vienna, Austria, but 

has field offices all around the world. The majority of its budget is voluntarily funded by 

member states. To fulfill its mandate, the committee focuses on three main areas: 

research and analytical work, the implementation of drug conventions and field-based 

technical cooperation projects. Currently, UNODC is collaborating with member states 

and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to prevent human trafficking, promote 

HIV prevention and halt the poaching of endangered wildlife (About UNODC, UNODC, 

2017). 

II. Topic information 

 A) History of Topic 

 According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, narcotic decriminalization is the 

process of ceasing laws that prohibit drugs (Merriam-Webster, 2017). There are also  
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other processes like narcotic legalization which have a similar objective. Legalization is 

when drugs become legal and people are able to use them without having issues with 

law enforcement. The decriminalization of drugs has occurred in many countries such 

as the Netherlands, Portugal and Uruguay. It is usually done with the main purpose of 

securing the health and safety of the people living in the country. In the nations that 

drugs are allowed, promoting and consuming them in public areas is strictly prohibited. 

Many medical facilities have been created with the purpose of reducing the dangers 

related to drug use. However, even with the availability of these services, the 

legalization of drugs has not occurred in many countries (Malinowska, Open Society 

Foundations, 2013).  

 Drugs have been present in societies around the world for thousands of years. 

Some examples are marijuana and cocaine. The previously stated drugs are generally 

recognized as illegal narcotics. However, there are drugs that are legal. There are 

multiple factors that make a narcotic legal or illegal. Many drugs are decided to be 

legal or illegal by the supreme court, if there is one in a country.  Many drugs that were 

considered illegal a long time ago are very hard to change into legal drugs. Basically, 

what makes a drug illegal is its historical background. For instance, drugs like alcohol 

and tobacco have been legal for hundreds of years and yet they are often just as 

addictive and dangerous to the human body as marijuana and cocaine (Fieser, The 

University of Tennessee at Martin, 2017).  

 The attitude towards the decriminalization of drugs has changed distinctly over 

the years. In 1970, multiple countries decriminalized the use of marijuana. Yet, after 

seeing the actual and recognizable dangers, much firmer laws were restored in the  
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1980s. In a poll taken in the 1990s, Americans vocalized their support against the 

legalization, since they thought it was a bad idea. Those opposed to legalization noted 

that more people would become addicted to drugs, considering that it would not be 

illegal to use narcotics. Americans also stated that it would increase the insecurity of 

low income communities where drug gangs often operate (Jones, Gallup, 2015). 

 Recently, many different countries have tried to decriminalize various drugs such 

as marijuana and heroin. Nevertheless, the decriminalization of the previously 

mentioned drugs brought devastating results to some of those nations. For example, in 

Austria, narcotic decriminalization laws were put in place to stop criminal gang activity 

related to the international drug trade. Austria had historically been a way-stop 

between Eastern and Western Europe. However, the relaxed drug laws made it difficult 

for law enforcement to prevent local drug gangs from selling questionable narcotics, 

leading to a crime and drug addiction problem within the country. This in turn has 

given support to members of the government who would like to prosecute all drugs 

users, instead of focusing on medical rehabilitation, a major component of Austria’s 

current decriminalization strategy (Petruccelli, IWM, 2016). 

 Other nations such as Iran and Thailand have also experienced negative results 

from drug decriminalization. These nations did not take into consideration the dangers 

of uncontrolled non-medical drugs. However, Portugal’s decriminalization policy has 

shown positive results. Cases of HIV infection and street drug-related deaths have 

greatly decreased (Vastag, Scientific American, 1999). According to the International 

Narcotics Control Board from the United Nations, the decriminalization of drugs has 

not yet proven to be a coherent or viable option in the battle against drug related  
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deaths and crime (Schaffer Library of Drug Policy, 2017). This means that until more 

information is collected and analyzed, whichever drug policy a nation selects to follow 

is neither right nor wrong. It is simply up to each individual nation to select what is best 

for its citizens.  
  
 B) Current Issues  

United States: Dozens of states and cities in the United States such as Oregon and 

Washington have taken steps toward decriminalization. According to UNODC, these 

states believe that decriminalizing narcotics will help reduce the harmful side effects of 

the drugs and improve the health and safety of society. In the US, over 1.5 million 

people are arrested for the possession of illegal drugs each year. If decriminalization 

were to be done, the amount of people going to jail would be reduced. It would also 

help with decreasing the exclusion of people who use drugs or have addictions from 

society, creating a place where consumers would feel less scared of seeking treatment 

(Approaches to Decriminalizing Drug Use & Possession, UNODC, 2015). 

Mexico: In Mexico, there are laws which permit citizens to carry a certain amount of 

drugs for personal use. Exceeding the legal amounts of these drugs can result in long 

jail sentences and fines. The amounts are the following:  Opium (2 g), heroin (50 mg), 

cannabis (5 g) and cocaine (500 mg). People are able to legally carry these amounts, 

but only if they are for immediate or personal consumption. Despite these laws, 

Mexicans in general do not support the legalization of drugs. According to polls taken 

in 2016, only 37% of the Mexican population support the legalization of cannabis and  
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even less support the legalization of other narcotics (Mexico, Drug Law Reform in Latin 

America, 2016). 

Colombia: Despite the recent trend of decriminalizing narcotics, Colombia is highly 

skeptical about the message it may send. Former Colombian President Álvaro Uribe 

has proposed the re-criminalization of drugs. He wants to alter a decision made by the 

nation’s Constitutional Court in 1994. This decision declared that people could not be 

punished for drug possession if the drug was for personal consumption. Adults can use 

a limited amount of cocaine, marijuana, and other substances at their residence and 

not receive criminal sanctions. The former Colombian president saw decriminalization 

as ineffective in reducing drug trafficking within the country. Since 2003, the nation’s 

government has tried a total of five times to modify the constitution, however, all five 

attempts have been unsuccessful (Garcia-Devis, Americas Quarterly, 2017). 

Honduras: In Honduras, the government has tried to legalize all drugs in order to stop 

gang and cartel related crime. As a result of drug related violence, Honduras is one of 

the poorest and most violent countries in the world. The country is the epicenter of the 

international drug trade. It is estimated that around 140 to 300 tons of cocaine is 

transported through Honduras every year. Criminal groups have also expanded and 

started working in Honduras. These groups, many based out of Mexico, ruthlessly 

enforce their stake in the country’s drug trade through shootings, kidnappings and rape 

(Insight Crime, 2016). 
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Uruguay: On December 10, 2013, Uruguay became the first country in the world to 

fully legalize marijuana. This country has taken a different approach on how to deal with 

the legalization. Citizens and customers are registered in a database run by the Ministry 

of Health. They are allowed to cultivate up to six plants in their homes and are 

restricted to buying 1.4 ounces per month. However, the federal government must be 

notified about every sale. Actions like smoking marijuana while at work and driving a 

vehicle while high are not permitted. The punishments for breaking any marijuana-

related law include fines, the destruction of the individual’s marijuana plants, and 

getting expelled from the Ministry of Health’s drug registry (Marshall, The Guardian, 

2016). 

Portugal: In Portugal, all drugs were decriminalized in 2001. This country has one of 

the lowest death rates due to drugs in the world. Only three people out of a million die 

because of drug overuse in the nation. This is very low compared to Estonia, another 

European nation, that has a death ratio of 126 people out of every million. 

Decriminalization also lowered the amount of people diagnosed with HIV each year. 

Many drug addicts were using unclean needles and prior to 2001, the disease was 

spreading at an alarming rate. Moreover, those who are found with a supply that could 

last longer than 10 days are sent to government funded drug therapy, not jail. This is 

meant to lower the amount of addicts and promote drug education (Aleem, Mic, 2015).   

Spain: Drug consumption in Spain is not considered a crime. The most consumed drug 

in the country is cannabis due to its geographical proximity to Morocco, one of the 

main producers of the narcotic. Private consumption clubs and associations have been 

created since the private use of narcotics was legalized. Although the use of cannabis  
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has decreased since decriminalization, drug use has increased amongst young people 

under the age of 18. As a result, Spain has created a drug prevention programme with 

the purpose of reducing the demand and supply of narcotics. The nation has also 

improved its drug education courses in secondary schools (Euronews, 2013). 

The Netherlands: In the Netherlands, only certain kinds of drugs are legal. Drugs are 

divided into two groups, soft and hard drugs. Soft drugs are legal and hard drugs are 

illegal. Soft drugs can be found at coffee shops and people can order them easily. Drug 

laws in the Netherlands say that people can make decisions about their own health and 

that it is up to them if they consume drugs. Using soft drugs is perfectly legal, but 

producing and trafficking them is illegal. Therefore, production is regulated to ensure 

that the drugs are safe and not contributing to organized crime (Library of Congress, 

2016).   

 C) UN Action 

 In April 2016, world leaders and academics urged the UN to decriminalize all 

types of narcotics. Members of the Global Commission on Drug Policy said that the UN 

had failed to stop the international drug trade and limit the harm that it has had on 

countries around the world. Evidence of this can be seen in Mexico, El Salvador and 

Afghanistan, all of which are countries that have been socially and economically 

damaged by the illegal drug trade. Currently, the UN does not support drug 

decriminalization. In fact, three conventions created by the organization prohibit the 

use of drugs that are not for a medical or scientific purpose. UN member states are also 

very divided on the topic. Some nations such as Portugal and Uruguay support the  
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decriminalization of drugs and the rehabilitation of users, while other countries like 

Indonesia and China execute those found in possession of narcotics. Critics have called 

the UN’s current policy of banning all drugs in an effort to create a “drug free world” as 

“out of touch” saying that it is “unrealistic [and] totally naive” (Glenza, The Guardian, 

2016). 

III. Conclusion 

 Narcotic decriminalization is the process of terminating the laws that prohibit 

drugs from being sold and/or consumed. Decriminalizing drugs has recently occurred 

in several countries. Although it has brought some benefits to society, it has 

disadvantages as well. A select group of countries such as Portugal have experienced a 

decrease in crime and overdoses, but others such as Austria have suffered from disease 

epidemics, an increase in organized crime and addiction. Since decriminalizing drugs 

has become more common around the world, it is important for the UN and 

independent governments to discuss how it will be done and how it will affect society. 

  

IV. Essential Questions 

1. What is narcotic decriminalization? 

2. What is your nation’s stance on narcotic decriminalization? Does your nation permit 

the sale and/or possession of drugs? 

3. What impact has the international drug trade had on countries around the world? 
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4. What position has the UN taken involving the decriminalization narcotics? 

5. What organizations support or oppose the decriminalization of narcotics? Does your 

country work with any of these organizations? If so, which ones? 

6. What benefits can a country receive when drugs are decriminalized?  

7. What factors influence the drug policy of your nation?  

8. What are some examples of unsuccessful attempts at narcotic decriminalization? 

Which countries have successfully decriminalized drugs?  
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