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The world-wide con
trol of narcotic drugs 
and psychotropic 
substances has been 
developed gradually 
over the last 70 years 
by a number of inter
national treaties 

which finally resulted in the adoption of 
the Single Convention on Narcotic 
Drugs in 1961. This was amended by the 
1972 Protocol and in the Convention on 
Psychotropic Substances of 1971 . 

These treatiys were all adopted after 
long consideration , inter-governmental 
consultation and painstaking drafting . 
Each successive treaty brought forward 
complementary regulations and ad
vances in international law. From the 
beginning, however, the basic aim of the 
international drug control treaties has 
been to limit the use of drugs to medical 
and scientific needs only. 

The 1961 Convention provides for 
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Cocaine use increasing 
worldwide 

The availability of and trafficking 
in cocaine of South American 
origin has increased sharply 
in recent years. reflecting the 
determined efforts of traffickers 
to expand the illicit market in 
Western Europe. The Interna
tional Narcotics Control Board in 
Vienna said that more than one 
tonne of cocaine was seized in 
1984, and almost half a tonne in 
the first half of 1985. The coun
tries reporting the largest total 
seizures were Spain, Federal 
Republic of Germany, the Uni
ted Kingdom. France. Switzer
land and the Netherlands. 

two distinct "international drug control 
organs" within the framework of the 
United Nations : the Commission on 
Narcotic Drugs of the Economic and 
Social Council and the International 
Narcotics Control Board . The different 
but complementary nature of these two 
organs may be summarised as follows: 

- The Commission on Narcotic Drugs is 
one of the six functional commissions 
of the Economic and Social Council. It 
is composed of governmental represen
tatives (at present 40 Members). Its 
terms of reference include advising the 
Council on all matters pertaining to 
drug control and preparing such draft 
international Conventions as may be 
necessary. 

- The International Narcotics Control 
Board (INCB) is an independent, semi
judicial organ composed of 13 Members 
(three members with medical , phar-
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macological or pharmaceutical experi
ence from a list nominated by WHO, 

and ten members elected by the 
Economic and Social Council not as 
representatives of their governments but 
in their personal capacity). The Board's 
functions are to "endeavour to limit the 
cultivation, production, manufacture 
and use of drugs to an adequate amount 
required for medical and scientific pur
poses, to ensure their availability for 
such purposes and to prevent illicit culti
vation, production and manufacture of, 
and illicit trafficking in and use of 
drugs". The Board is independent of 
governments in carrying out its func
tions in an impartial manner. 

Alongside the international drug con
trol organs, a voluntary trust fund was 
created in 1971: the United Nations 
Fund for Drug Abuse Control 
( UNFDAC). It is responsible for financing 
an effective and coordinated approach 
to the problem of drug abuse, as part of 
the UN response to urgent requests from 
governments for assistance in support of 
their own drug control efforts. 

A fundamental fact which guides all 
activities and operations of the inter
national drug control system should be 
stressed from the outset: namely that 
the direct implementation of the system 
is primarily the responsibility of national 
authorities. It is they, and they alone, 
who have the power and the ultimate 
responsibility for controlling the move
ment of these substances within their 
respective jurisdictions. 

Two categories of drugs are control
led by the international drug treaties, 
namely narcotic drugs and psychotropic 
substances. At present, control is exer
cised over 105 narcotic drugs and some 
80 psychotropic substances. The narco
tic drugs include opium and its deriva
tives, morphines, codeine and heroin , 
other synthetic narcotics such as 
methadone and pethidine, and cannabis 
and cocaine. These drugs are controlled 
under the provisions of the 1961 Single 
Convention and of the 1972 Protocol. 

The psychotropic substances com
prise, broadly, the hallucinogens, the 
stimulants and the depressants, and they 
are controlled by the 1971 Convention 
on Psychotropic Substances. To date, 
117 countries are parties to the Single 
Convention in its original or amended 
form, while 80 states have adhered to 
the 1971 Convention. 

The Commission on Narcotic Drugs 
has the power to determine whether a 
new drug should be subject to control, 
and to transfer a drug from one control 
regime to another. In so doing, the 
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Commission must take into account the 
findings and recommendations of WHO. 

Governments are required to main
tain a special administration- be it a 
central authority or a coordinating agen
cy-to implement the provisions of the 
Conventions. And to ensure that the 
drugs are used for legitimate purposes, 
the Conventions require that the culti
vation, manufacture, trade and distribu
tion of drugs be under licence or other 
similar control measures. Governments 
have to set up a system of inspection of 
manufacturers, exporters, importers and 
wholesale and retail distributors of 
drugs, and must provide for as frequent 
inspections of premises, stocks and 
records as are considered necessary. 

Under the import and export auth
orisation system (which applies to all 
narcotic drugs, but only to the most 

West European customs men seized this 
smuggled heroin recently-enough for 
250,000 "fixes." 

Facing page: Spurious charm of the para
phernalia for shooting cocaine. 
Photos L. Sirman © 

dangerous psychotropic substances), 
no government may issue an export 
authorisation before a corresponding 
import certificate, issued by the com
petent authority of the importing coun
try, has been produced. 

The reporting requirements oblige 
governments to supply the INCB with 
detailed statistical information on the 
consecutive stages of the movements of 
the drugs in question, such as cultivation 
or manufacture, imports and exports 
and stocks (again these requirements 
apply to all narcotic drugs, but only to 
the most dangerous psychotropic sub
stances). The INCB examines these 
statistics to make sure that no weak
nesses exist in the international control 
system and that no drugs are diverted 
from licit trade to illicit channels. 

The Conventions require govern-

ments to make arrangements at the 
national level for the coordination of 
preventive and repressive action against 
illicit traffic, and at the international 
level for mutual cooperation and for 
close cooperation with such bodies as 
Interpol or the Customs Cooperation 
Council. And the governments are 
called upon to prosecute and punish 
major illicit traffickers and arrange 
for extradition in cases . of drug 
trafficking offences. 

The overall task of the INCB is to 
promote compliance by governments 
with the various drug control treaties in 
the interest of the international com
munity as a whole. It has to administer 
the legal movement of narcotic drugs 
and psychotropic substances with the 
precise aim of limiting their production, 
manufacture, trade and use exclusively 
to medical and scientific needs. In coop
eration with governments, it ensures 
that legitimate demand for narcotic 
drugs is satisfied through the mainten
ance of a proper balance between 
supply and demand. And it tries to 
prevent the illegal or illicit cultivation, 
production, manufacture, traffic and use 
of drugs . 

In examining and analysing the infor
mation which it receives from some 190 
countries and territories, the INCB is in 
a position to learn whether the treaties 
are being applied throughout the world 
as effectively as possible. It maintains a 
continuing dialogue with governments, 
and renders direct assistance by train
ing national drug control administrators 
at the INCB's headquarters in Vienna, 
or by on-the-spot training of national 
officials in countries which face 
specific problems. 

If necessary, the INCB may make use 
of various means of persuasion or 
pressure. It may request an explanation 
from the government concerned if it 
is suspected that the treaty provisions 
are not being observed, or if there 
is a serious risk that a country may 
become an important centre of illicit 
drug activity . 

The existing treaties require WHO to 
recommend narcotic drugs and psycho
tropic substances for international con
trol. WHO is also responsible for conven
ing an expert committee on drug depen
dence which recommends controls if 
necessary . . The Organization colla
borates with non-governmental orga
nizations (especially the International 
Federation of Pharmaceutical Manu
facturers Associations), governments 
and other UN agencies in carrying out 
these functions. • 
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