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Introduction
Globally, support for drug policy reform has grown 
over the past 10 years. Even as the drug prohibition 
consensus-keepers in Vienna have voted for yet 
another 10-year extension to their still unsuccessful 20-
year strategy for global drug control at the March 2019 
Commission on Narcotic Drugs High Level Review 
meeting, a reform movement among global member 
states has been gaining credibility and strength.

The United Nations General Assembly Special Session 
on Drugs (UNGASS) meeting of member states in 
New York in 2016 was a soft watershed moment in 
the history of global drug policy. It was significant 
in its revelation that the global consensus on drug 
prohibition that had existed for 55 years now appears 
to be an openly fractured and vulnerable accord, one 
that was – and continues to be – in a state of flux.

UNGASS 2016 demonstrated that political space 
had opened for regional and national reflections on 
the nature of illicit drugs and countries’ domestic 
responses. By extension, the fragmenting of global 
drug policy’s ‘Vienna Consensus’ has also provided 
an opportunity for Africa. The continent could unify 
and play a leading role in shaping and implementing 
a new international drug policy approach. Such 
an approach could be grounded in the human 
rights, health and social development objectives 
of its continental Agenda 2030 goal of sustainable 
development, within the wider context of its 
Agenda 2063 goal of ‘an integrated, prosperous and 
peaceful Africa’.1

The purpose of this report is to reflect on the changing 
drug policy environment in Africa, particularly in the 
period leading up to and after the seminal UNGASS 
2016 meeting of member states. It also examines the 
politics of continental drug policy prohibition and 
reform in the context of the growing global movement 
to embrace drug policy alternatives to the once 
universal approach of strict prohibition. Observations 
and recommendations are made regarding 
incorporating drug policy reform in the context of 
achieving developmental success with respect to the 
continental Agenda 2030 and Agenda 2063 goals.

The global order on drugs is collapsing

In March 2016 leaders gathered in New York for the 
UNGASS meeting on the world drug problem. On the 
surface, the purpose of this meeting was to discuss 
interim progress made in the global response to drugs. 
Specifically, they were to assess whether any progress was 
being made toward the objectives of the United Nations’ 
(UN) 10-year counternarcotic strategy and plan of action.2

This strategy, grounded in the three international drug 
conventions and devised by members of the UN’s 
Commission on Narcotic Drugs (CND), was approaching 
the end of its second decade. Originally launched in 
1998, it had been extended an additional 10 years after 
failing to achieve any of its original objectives. Thus, 
states were keen to revisit the progress of what was a 
strongly prohibitionist response ahead of its conclusion, 
in order to determine what, if anything, needed to be 
changed in order to achieve the desired results. In this 
case, these were framed around the aspirational political 
goal of a ‘drug-free world’.

Some African indigenous 
authorities often were strong 
advocates of the idea that 
drug consumption is an 
international threat 

A number of African states are invested in the global ‘war 
on drugs’, and recognise – perhaps more than others – the 
importance of the UNGASS in this regard. After all, drug 
prohibition has had a long history on the continent. Egypt 
saw the first modern drug law, a hashish ban, issued in 
October 1800 by Jacques-François Menou in his capacity 
as general-in-chief of the French Army of the Orient.3

In addition to the prohibition approaches pursued by 
colonial regimes, Some African indigenous authorities 
often were strong and original advocates of the idea 
that drug consumption is an international threat. 


