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Treating people with respect:

Nothing less !...than what is provided for any other  health disorder

Overview

• UNGASS 2016 outcome document: Implications

• Identifying gaps and priorities

• Recognizing major challenges

• Recommendations

• Way forward
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We recognize drug dependence as a complex, 

multifactorial health disorder characterized by 

chronic and relapsing nature with social causes and 

consequences that can be prevented and treated…

(General Assembly Resolution 19-04-2016, page 6, i)
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Drug use disorders are:

• Not a moral failure 

• Not a free choice

• Not the expression of a criminal attitude
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Science based approach recognized as 

essential

• Effective scientific evidence based prevention programs.

• Effective scientific evidence based drug treatment, care, 

and rehabilitation programs.

• Civil society, as well as the scientific community and 

academia, play an important role in addressing the world 

drug problem.

• Two resolutions at the Commission on Narcotic Drugs 

(58th-59th Sess.) unanimously approved by Member 

States: 

– A continuous dialogue with the scientific community

– The UNODC-WHO international informal scientific 

network
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Challenges



The complexity of drug use disorders 

Gene variants
Temperament

Impaired parent-child attachment

Early stress, trauma, 

neglect, abuse

Epigenetic 

changes

Pharmacogenetics

Abnormal associative 

learning, conditioned 

drug seeking behaviour

Motivational system,

inhibitory control 

derangement Neurobiological changes Mental health disorders

Health and 

social consequences

Drugs initiation

Continuous drug use

Poor social

environment
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A history of suffering, distress, neglect, 

loneliness, hopelessness  often before using drugs
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Am J Addict. 

Hintz and Mann, 2006

Many practitioners 

continue to hold negative 

opinions about drug 

addicted patients: 

"Substance Use 

Disorders patients are 

only weak-minded“ 
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Gaps
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The people behind the numbers



Treating people with respect:

Nothing less !...than what is provided for any other  health disorder

Illicit drug use at global level -

World Drug Report

• ca. 3.5%-7%of the world population between 15-

64 used illicit drugs at least once in 2014 (ca. 

262-324 Mio people).

• 1 out of 20 people between 15 and 64 years, 

used an illicit drug in 2013. 

• ca. 27 Mio persons worldwide (between 15-64) 

are considered as problem drug users.

• 187,100 drug related deaths reported in 2013.

• 12.7 Mio Injecting Drug Users and 1.65 Mio of 

them (13.1%) living with HIV.



Drug treatment globally

• Only 1 person out of 6 

persons with drug use 

disorders is in treatment 

globally (between 1:5 and 

1:18)

• Most drug related deaths 

are preventable
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The situation is even worse for women!

WDR 2015
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A historical  opportunity  

to change the perspective

filling the gap between

any other health disorder

and substance use disorders

a new social cohesion and 

recovery perspective 
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Way forward
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Drug prevention and treatment on the 

development agenda

• 3.5. Strengthen the prevention and treatment of 

substance abuse including narcotic drug abuse and the 

harmful use of alcohol
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UNGASS 2016 Outcome document

• Promote and implement the 

standards on the treatment of drug 

use disorders developed by the 

United Nations Office on Drugs and 

Crime and the World Health 

Organization and other relevant 

international standards,(…)

• and provide guidance, assistance and 

training to health professionals on their 

appropriate use,

• and consider developing standards 

and accreditation for services at the 

domestic level to ensure qualified and 

scientific evidence-based responses
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Mandate from the International Drug Control 

Conventions and Commission on Narcotic 

Drugs

• UNGASS (1998)

• Political declaration and plan of action (2009)

• High level review of Political declaration and plan of action (2014)

• CND Resolution E/CN.7/2016/L.5/Rev.1 (2016)
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What to do in practice?

1. Disseminate knowledge (training/media/fact sheets) to 

change mentality

2. Maintain and/or extend the dialogue with the scientific 

community (informal network)

3. Engage scientists in helping to write policy lines at the 

national level

4. Engage public health institutions in dealing with 

substance use disorders

5. Prepare a new generation of health/social professionals 

(study tours/ exchanges)
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Recognition of drug use disorders as health problems

Recognition of vulnerability conditions

Stop discrimination and stigma

Nothing less than what is expected 

for the treatment of any other chronic disease or 

health disorder.

Beyond UNGASS 2016
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International Standards for the Treatment 

of Drug Use Disorders



Principles

Patients & 
Special 

Populations

Long term 
residential 
treatment

Outreach
Screening, 

Brief 
Intervention

Referral

Outpatient 
treatment

TX interventions by setting

Recovery 
management 

and social 
services

Short term 
inpatient 
treatment



Treating people with respect:

Nothing less !...than what is provided for any other  health disorder

Effective Treatment System



Treating people with respect:

Nothing less !...than what is provided for any other  health disorder

Effective treatment systems

• Public Health principle:

the least invasive

intervention with the

highest level of

effectiveness and the

lowest cost.

• Intensity and

specialization of

services to match

patient addiction severity,
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What to do?



The researchers “guru” approach

3



The way we work now

3
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The poorest of the poor

Deep concern 

at the high price 

paid by society 

and the individuals 

as a result of the 

world drug problem   

(GA Special Session 2016)
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Summary

• UNGASS 2016 outcome document acknowledges the 

chronic and relapsing nature of drug use disorders

• International Standards for the treatment of drug sue 

disorders are available

• A continuum of care and multi-sectorial approach are 

required

• Cost effective interventions can be implemented through 

knowledge dissemination,  continuous dialogue between 

policy makers and scientists, mainstreaming drug use 

disorders in the public health system, prepare a new 

generation of professionals.
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Thank you!

elizabeth.saenz@unodc.org

www.unodc.org/treatment


