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BACKgROuND

The next International AIDS Conference takes 
place in Washington, DC in 2012 (AIDS 2012) 
and will serve as the next major milestone 
in the Vienna Declaration’s education and 
outreach process.

Between now and 2012, it’s up to you, 
your friends, your communities and elected 
officials to strengthen the call for evidence-
based drug policies that respect and protect 
human rights, reduce harm, and direct 
financial resources wisely. The Vienna 
Declaration was written for and is shared 
by everyone who supports humane and 
scientifically-grounded drug policies based 
on evidence, not ideology.

The Vienna Declaration is part of a 
broader drive to insert drug policy reform 
into the public debate about how to create 
healthier and safer communities worldwide. 
Join the thousands of Vienna Declaration 
supporters worldwide to ensure that the 
Declaration’s call for evidence-based drug 
policies will reach as many communities and 
policy-makers as possible by AIDS 2012.

The Vienna Declaration is a scientific 
statement that seeks to improve community 
health and safety by calling for evidence-
based drug policies. It was drafted by a 
writing committee of international experts 

in the fields of HIV/AIDS and drug 
policy, under the leadership of 
the International AIDS Society, 
the British Columbia Centre for 
Excellence in HIV/AIDS, and the 
International Centre for Science in 
Drug Policy.

The Vienna Declaration was 
adopted as the Official Declaration 
of the XVIII International AIDS 
Conference, held in Vienna from July 
18 to 23, 2010. This is the largest 
biennial public health conference in 
the world, attracting about 20,000 
delegates internationally. In the first 
two months following its launch, the 
Declaration was endorsed by more 
than 17,000 individuals and more 
than 400 organizations from around 
the world.

First Lady Sandra Roelofs, wife of Georgian President Mikheil 
Saakashvili, endorses the Vienna Declaration at the XVIII 
International AIDS Conference in Vienna. Photo: International 
AIDS Society
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The next International AIDS Conference 
in 2012 is an opportunity to send a strong 
message to both national governments and 
the international community that drug policy 
must be based on science and evidence, 
not ideology. The goal is to get individuals, 
organizations and political leaders to en-
dorse the Declaration in the lead-up to AIDS 
2012 so that the world understands the 
urgent need and increasingly broad-based 
support for evidence-based approaches to 
address illicit drug problems.

Although scientists who research the 
impacts of illicit drug policy are key in 

bring ing about evidence-based policy 
change, the general public too has a very 
important role to play. Elected officials and 
policy makers are often uneasy about moving 
towards health- and evidence-based drug 
policies because of the commonly held but 
mistaken belief that the current approach is 
effective and that other policy options would 
only lead to more drug use and greater harm.

Evidence continues to demonstrate that 
this belief is unfounded and that alternative 
policy approaches may actually reduce drug 
use and related harms.

NExT STEPS

Photo: Steve Rolles
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To share your ideas, please contact us. We look forward 
to hearing from you!

viennadeclaration

ScienceInDrugPolicy

@vdecl

viennadeclaration.com

info@icsdp.org

By educating themselves and others 
about the evidence and by communicating 
their concerns to their elected representa-
tives, members of the public can play an 
essential role in encouraging policy makers 
to replace ineffective policies with more 
effective options.

This toolkit was created to suggest ways 
for you to:

 ¨ Educate your friends, colleagues and 
networks about evidence-based illicit 
drug policy and get them to show their 
support by endorsing the Declaration

 ¨ Increase media interest in and accuracy 
on topics related to evidence-based drug 
policy reform

 ¨ Build political support by getting your 
local or national government to endorse 
the Declaration and to join the call for 
evidence-based drug policy

The ultimate goal is always to broaden 
awareness and understanding of the Vienna 
Declaration in order to increase support for 
the Declaration and its aims. Experiences 
with the Vienna Declaration, described later 
in this document, have shown that through 
these activities drug policy reform becomes 
part of the broader debate about how to 
keep our communities healthy and safe for 
everyone.

This toolkit describes the information 
and resources that are available to you and 
provides suggestions on some of the ways 
that you can use these resources to spread the 
word about the Vienna Declaration. This is by 
no means an exhaustive list. We invite you to 
share your ideas and thoughts with us about 
other ways to creatively use the Declaration 
to educate and inspire discussions and action 
around drug policy reforms.

http://www.facebook.com/viennadeclaration
http://www.youtube.com/scienceindrugpolicy
http://www.twitter.com/vdecl
http://www.viennadeclaration.com
mailto:info%40icsdp.org?subject=Vienna%20Declaration
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RESOuRCES

The Vienna Declaration

The Vienna Declaration is a sign-on scientific 
statement that seeks to improve community 
health and safety by increasing awareness 
about and building support for evidence-
based drug policies. It describes how drug 
prohibition has failed to achieve its objectives 
and instead has resulted in a range of health 
and social harms.

The Vienna Declaration calls for:
 ¨ The scale-up of proven evidence-based 

strategies
 ¨ Further evaluation of the impacts of 

current drug policies
 ¨ Expanded research to fully inform public 

policy with the best available evidence

The full text of the Vienna Declaration in English 
is included in this toolkit.

French, Chinese, German, Portuguese, Russian 
and Spanish translations, along with the English 

text, are available online.
Additional translations are planned, so check the 

website for updates!

http://www.viennadeclaration.com
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In many ways, the Declaration speaks 
for itself. In just two pages, it outlines how 
drug prohibition has failed, the range of 
negative consequences it has produced, 
and the Declaration’s objectives. However, 
additional information and materials have 
been created to assist with public education 
and outreach and to better communicate to 
a range of audiences. Ideally, the full text of 

the Declaration should be included as part 
of most education and outreach efforts, even 
if only to direct people to the text on the 
website.

The Declaration was drafted by a writing 
committee of international experts in the 
fields of HIV/AIDS and drug policy, but it is 
important to emphasize that it is not “owned” 
by any organization, group or individual.

Summary Report
The Vienna Declaration Summary Report 
provides a concise summary of the aims of 
the Declaration and the support it received 
in the first months after launching. The 
report includes:

 ¨ Background information on the Dec-
laration and its purpose

 ¨ Complete English text of the 
Declaration

 ¨ A list of key members of the Writing 
Committee

 ¨ A list of prominent individual and or-
ganizational endorsements

 ¨ Information on political and govern-
ment endorsements

 ¨ Highlights of media coverage
 ¨ A brief outline of the next steps for 

outreach
The Summary Report was designed 

to be a stand-alone document that 
provides an overview of the Declaration for individuals or groups—such as elected officials, 
governments, boards of directors, etc.—who might not have time to review the website or 
other materials in detail and who want a quick reference document about the Declaration.

The Vienna Declaration
Leading the way to illicit drug policies based on evidence, not ideology

http://www.viennadeclaration.com/2010/11/leading-the-way-to-evidence-based-policy
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The Vienna Declaration fact sheet highlights 
key data and evidence supporting the 
Declaration and describing the range of 
health and social harms that result from an 
over-reliance on drug law enforcement. Some 
of these facts are included in the Declaration 
itself while others are derived from leading 
research studies or government agency 
reports to further illustrate the failings and 
harms of drug prohibition. The sources for 
all data included in the fact sheet are listed in 
the references, should further information be 
needed. The fact sheet provides a summary 
of key evidence and is not a complete list of 
research on drug policy issues.

The fact sheet is a quick reference 
document that may be used:

 ¨ By media requiring additional informa-
tion to draft a story

 ¨ To supplement the research and infor-
mation provided in the Declaration itself

 ¨ To provide speaking points at a public 
forum or discussion about drug policy

The fact sheet can be distributed on its 
own but will be most effective in combination 
with other materials, such as the full text of 
the Declaration.

Key Messages
Illicit drug policy can be a complex and, at 
times, ideologically and politically charged 
issue. Discussions about illicit drug policy 
have been made unnecessarily divisive 
and often ignore the scientific evidence. 
The Vienna Declaration is a catalyst for 

discussion and debate about drug policy 
reform; however, since there are multiple 
issues stemming from the current failed 
policy regime, it is important to emphasize 
the key points outlined in the Declaration. 
The key messages are intended to highlight 

Fact Sheet

The fact sheet is a great 
resource to have on hand 
at film screenings, public 
forums and seminars about 
drug policy. The fact sheet 
is concise, easy to read, 
and provides a link to 
additional resources on the 
Vienna Declaration website.
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the most important points of the Declaration 
but should not limit using the Declaration to 
initiate discussions about drug policy issues 
of local and community importance. Keeping 
the key messages in mind will allow you to 
connect local-level concerns with broader 
global policies and the general points of the 
Declaration.

The Key Messages can be used when 
discussing or writing about drug policy 
reform and the Declaration. The Key Messages 

complement the Fact Sheet by highlighting 
the broader themes and messages outlined 
in the Declaration.

On this page are excerpts of comments 
by two members of the Vienna Declaration 
writing committee, taken from live inter-
views at which questions were posed about 
the morality of drug use and drug policy. 
Note how each speaker delivers the key mes-
sages in his own voice, without relying on 
prepared text.

“The important thing that we really have to ask ourselves is that if 
we had to choose between two policies, and one policy would lead 
to reduction of deaths, HIV infections, and crime and corruption by 
5% but an increase in drug use by 5%, or another set of policies 
that would see death, crime, corruption, and HIV infection up 5% 
but consumption of drugs going down 5%, which would we choose? 
Well, I would choose to live in a world with less death, disease, 
crime, and corruption, even if it meant a small increase in drug 

use. … But, fundamentally, all the evidence is that liberalizing drug policy does not cause an 
increase in drug use even though people expect that to be the case.”
Dr. Alex Wodak, Director of the Alcohol and Drug service at St. Vincent’s Hospital, President of the Australian 
Drug Law Reform Foundation and Technical Member of the ICSDP in an interview with Done By Law

“People say drugs are a moral issue. Well, people dying is a moral 
issue. Missing opportunities to save lives is a moral issue. So the 
moral, ideological issue should support reform. It shouldn’t be a 
reason to continue to waste taxpayers’ dollars and result in all sorts 
of other harms.”
Dr. Evan Wood, Founder of the International Centre for Science in Drug Policy 
and Director of the Urban Health Research Initiative at the BC Centre for 
Excellence in HIV/AIDS, in an interview with LILA Italia
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YouTube
The International Centre for Science in Drug 
Policy and the Vienna Declaration partners 
have created several video clips to assist with 

education and outreach 
efforts to diverse audiences. 
Among the available videos 
are Did you know—the war 
on drugs? and a series of 
interview clips with key 
supporters.

The Did you know—the war on drugs? 
video provides facts on how the “war on 
drugs” has failed to achieve its stated ob-
jectives and resulted in a range of unintended 
harms. The series of interview clips profiles 
key individuals as they describe why they 

endorsed the Declaration. Several more 
videos will be created in the lead-up to AIDS 
2012, so check back frequently for updates.

The videos are intended to be used in 
several ways. They can simply be shared 
with others via social media networks, or 
they could be played to a classroom, or to an 
audience before a meeting, panel discussion, 
or presentation.

These and other online videos on current 
topics related to evidence-based drug policy 
reform can be found at viennadeclaration.
com/videos or directly on YouTube at 
youtube.com/ScienceInDrugPolicy.

Endorsement Cards
Because many people may not have regular 
access to a computer, and in order to capitalize 
on events where there are a number of 
people in attendance, Vienna Declaration 
endorsement cards were created to replace 
the online sign-up form. The endorsement 
card is essentially a paper version of the online 
form and is available in English or French.

La criminalisation des utilisateurs de drogues illicites alimente l’épidémie de VIH et a eu des retombées essentiellement 
négatives sur la santé et la société.  Nous avons besoin d’une réorientation complète des politiques.  

      Oui, J'endosse la Déclaration de Vienne.

Prénom: ____________________________________       Nom: ____________________________________
 

Diplômes (le cas échéant):       MA        MSc        MPH       LLB        JD        PhD       MD       Autre: _____

Affiliation/Organisation (le cas échéant): ________________________________________________________

Titre (le cas échéant): _________________________________________________________________________

  Oui, je suis autorisé à signer au nom de l’organisation mentionnée ci-dessus.

Pays: ____________________________________  Courriel: _____________________________________

La Déclaration de Vienne

Seuls votre nom, votre pays et votre organisme d’appartenance (le cas échéant) seront publiés dans la Déclaration de Vienne. Nous utilisons les autres renseignements uniquement à des fins 
d’identification et de communication, et nous les traiterons avec la plus stricte confidentialité.

La criminalisation des utilisateurs de drogues illicites alimente l’épidémie de VIH et a eu des retombées essentiellement 
négatives sur la santé et la société.  Nous avons besoin d’une réorientation complète des politiques.  

      Oui, J'endosse la Déclaration de Vienne.

Prénom: ____________________________________       Nom: ____________________________________
 

Diplômes (le cas échéant):       MA        MSc        MPH       LLB        JD        PhD       MD       Autre: _____

Affiliation/Organisation (le cas échéant): ________________________________________________________

Titre (le cas échéant): _________________________________________________________________________

  Oui, je suis autorisé à signer au nom de l’organisation mentionnée ci-dessus.

Pays: ____________________________________  Courriel: _____________________________________

La Déclaration de Vienne

Seuls votre nom, votre pays et votre organisme d’appartenance (le cas échéant) seront publiés dans la Déclaration de Vienne. Nous utilisons les autres renseignements uniquement à des fins 
d’identification et de communication, et nous les traiterons avec la plus stricte confidentialité.

http://www.viennadeclaration.com/videos
http://www.viennadeclaration.com/videos
http://www.youtube.com/scienceindrugpolicy
http://www.youtube.com/scienceindrugpolicy
http://www.viennadeclaration.com
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Website
The Vienna Declaration website is the cen-
tralized, accessible repository of information 
about all aspects of the Declaration. The web-
site is the primary means of disseminating 
information and the preferred way to collect 
endorsements. All resources outlined in this 
toolkit and more are available in English on 
the website; however, in recognition that not 
everyone uses computers or has reliable ac-
cess to the internet, these materials can also 
be downloaded from the website, printed out 
and copied for wider distribution.

The website address (viennadeclaration.
com) should be included wherever possible 

when distributing Declaration information 
materials or when sharing information about 
the Declaration via social media or main-
stream media.

Shorter versions of the English website—
which include the full text of the Declaration, 
information on the background and intent 
of the Declaration, a list of the writing com-
mittee members, and the online sign-up 
form—are available in French, Chinese, Ger-
man, Portuguese, Russian and Spanish. Visit 
the main website for links to the translated 
sites and updates on additional translations.

Endorsement cards have been used at 
conferences, festivals and concerts, but could 
also be used at any well attended event. An 
information table or booth would be an ideal 
way to make Vienna Declaration materials 
available and to gather endorsements.

Completed cards may be forwarded 
to the International Centre for Science in 
Drug Policy, or the information may be sent 

electronically. For more information, or to 
get the mailing address or an electronic copy 
of the database template, please contact 
info@icsdp.org.

A blank version of the English endorse-
ment card for copying is included in this 
toolkit. Both English and French versions 
of the care are available on the Vienna Dec-
laration website (viennadeclaration.com).

http://www.viennadeclaration.com
http://www.viennadeclaration.com
http://www.viennadeclaration.com
http://www.viennadeclaration.com
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OuTREACh

Identifying who your audience is will affect how 
you communicate with them, both in terms of 
the medium that you use and the content you 
include. Understanding the issues that are most 
important to your audience will allow you to 
present information that they find particularly 
compelling. For instance, some audiences might be 
most interested in human rights issues related to 
drug policies, while others might be interested in 
learning about the economic costs. Knowing who 
your audience is and how best to communicate 
with them will also help you determine which of 
the Vienna Declaration information resources you 
should use.

The resources outlined here should provide 
you with several sources to draw from.

Audience

Context
The Vienna Declaration was drafted with 
a focus on the broad, global impacts of the 
current drug policy regime. It is designed 
to serve as a context within which local 
commentary on drug policy issues in any city, 
country or region can be situated. Although 
the health and social harms resulting from an 
over-reliance on drug law enforcement are 
similar in many countries, the specific ways 
that countries and communities are affected 
by drug-related harms differ.

The Declaration is a catalyst for discussion 
about the effects of drug prohibition and 
initiatives to address drug-related harms at 
the local level. For example, if your community 
is struggling with how best to address an 

open drug scene, informing people about 
the Declaration, the facts about the failure 
of drug prohibition, and the effectiveness of 
evidence-based approaches may be an easier 
entry point to more specific, local-level 
discussions.

The most important thing is to use the 
Vienna Declaration to connect community 
concerns with broader drug policy issues and 
to underscore the need for evidence-based 
approaches. To best capture the interest of 
a range of people, the Declaration should be 
made relevant to individuals and should be 
grounded in community contexts and local-
level challenges.

KEY QUESTIONS you should ask 
yourself about your audience are:

 ¨ What do they already know 
about drug policy?

 ¨ Do they care about drug policy 
reform? Why or why not?

 ¨ What are their key concerns 
about drug policy reform?

 ¨ What language would they 
most relate to? Would it be 
more impassioned and emotive 
or dispassionate and factual?

 ¨ What is the best way to 
contact them or communicate 
with them?
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Trying 
to raise 

support with a 
“tough-on-crime,” 

fiscally conservative 
crowd? In addition to 

the Vienna Decla-
ration website, 
check out these 

resources.

H a r v a r d 
e c o n o m i s t 

Jefferey Miron has 
ex tensively researched 

the costs of the drug war, 
in terms of both government 

spending and organized crime 
revenue. Highlights from his book 

Drug War Crimes: The Consequences 
of Prohibition are available online:

bit.ly/drugwarcrimes. His 
tele vision interviews are 
available on YouTube.

“The Drug 
War Failure,” 
an article in the 
leading US magazine 
National Review by well-
known Canadian conservative 
Lord Conrad Black, outlines the 
impacts of the drug war from 

a conservative standpoint:  
b i t . l y / d r u g w a r f a i l u r e

Law Enforce ment Against 
Prohibition (LEAP) is an 
organization dedicated to 
educating people within and 
beyond the law enforcement 

community about the dangers 
of drug policies that are over-

reliant on law enforce-
ment. Visit their website 

(leap.cc) to learn more.

The International Centre 
for Science in Drug Policy 

(icsdp.org), a network 
of doctors, scientists and 

researchers, is a primary source 
for rigorous scientific evidence 
on illicit drug policy. The 
ICSDP produces fact sheets 
and reports on the 
impacts of traditional 
approaches to 
drug policy.

http://www.independent.org/publications/books/book_summary.asp?bookID=13
http://www.nationalreview.com/articles/251121/drug-war-failure-conrad-black
http://www.leap.cc
http://www.icsdp.org
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Informing your friends, co-workers and 
others you know about the Vienna Declara-
tion and its aims is probably the simplest and, 
in many cases, most effective way to spread 
the word about the need for drug policy 
reform. If your friends and colleagues do the 
same and distribute the Declaration through 
their networks, the effect can be exponen-
tial. This is also a way to engage people who 
might not otherwise be interested in drug 
policy or know how the current approach to 
drug policy negatively affects them and their 
community.

The Vienna Declaration has been a 
success with social media. To keep up to 
speed on the newest things that we’re 

sharing with our supporters, join us on 
Facebook, follow us on Twitter, keep up 
with the blog on our website, or subscribe 
to the ICSDP’s YouTube channel. We hope 
you’ll share news from your city, country 
or organization by commenting in spaces 
provided on those sites or by using the 
hashtag #vdecl on Twitter. This way, Vienna 
Declaration organizers will know about how 
the Vienna Declaration is making a difference 
in communities around the world, and they’ll 
also be able to share this information with 
their networks and inspire others to action.

Networks

Two 
days before the 

opening of the AIDS 2010 
conference, organizers used Facebook, 
Twitter and email in a final push to get 

10,000 Declaration endorsements by the 
time the conference opened. In just 24 hours, 
the Declaration was signed by an additional 

2,000 people, bringing the total at conference 
opening to 10,003. A simple email, 
Facebook post, or Tweet to your 
networks can have exponential 

returns.

http://www.facebook.com/viennadeclaration
http://www.twitter.com/vdecl
http://www.viennadeclaration.com
http://www.youtube.com/scienceindrugpolicy
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Reaching out to organizations is particularly 
valuable because many of them have 
strong and diverse networks in a range of 
communities. In addition, they often have 
contact with large numbers of employees, 
clients, members and supporters, or 
represent a broad constituency, depending 
on their size and mandate. Although non-
profit organizations operate in unpredictable 
financial circumstances with stretched 
staffing capacity, they may find time to 
support outreach activities if the initiative 
aligns with their organizational mandates 
and objectives—so pick wisely to ensure 
success! Some organizations may have a 
volunteer base to draw upon and others may 
ask you to take the lead. In either case, be 
prepared with resources to hand off to the 
internal contact and have a clear idea of what 
time and resources you can contribute to the 

effort in case they ask you to continue your 
involvement.

In some cases, organizations have contact 
with elected representatives and may be 
able to connect with local politicians to 
inform and educate them of the Declaration 
or support efforts for a government to pass 
a motion endorsing the Declaration. When 
approaching political leaders, please advise 
the Vienna Declaration organizers so that we 
don’t duplicate your efforts and can offer a 
letter of support from the Vienna Declaration 
writing committee, if it is helpful.

Consider groups that you work with 
that might be interested in supporting the 
Declaration, or groups working on related 
issues that might not yet be aware of the 
Declaration whom you could inform.

Organizations

When you share a link to the Vienna Declaration 
website, consider adding a message to explain 
why you’ve endorsed the Declaration and why 
other people should, too. There are also several 
interesting videos, blog posts, and new articles 
for you to link to on the website that will help 
educate and excite people about the potential of 
evidence-based drug policy reform.



Whether you are convening a targeted event 
or just attending public events and meetings, 
the Vienna Declaration is an excellent tool to 
initiate discussion and dialogue about drug 
policy reform. It is a robust and interesting 
topic for a public forum, panel or other event 
where a range of individuals are asked to 
present or respond to the Declaration and 
drug policy issues. The Declaration can also 
be a catalyst for further discussion about 
drug policy reform or initiatives in your local 
community.

Often, local-level concerns feed into and 
relate to broader policy discussions, and the 
Declaration may provide a way to discuss the 
issue in general terms. For example, if your 
city is currently debating whether or not to 
provide needle exchange services or open a 
supervised injection facility, consider host ing 
a public discussion about the Vienna Declara-
tion. Broadening the discussion will provide 
a forum for people of differing opinions to 
come together to discuss the issues and 
evidence about the best ways to address 
drug-related harms, and a discussion about 
needle exchange and supervised injection 
facilities may naturally come out of that.

Depending on the scale and focus of the 
event, you might want to seek out drug policy 

experts in your area to speak to the issues. 
Please contact the ICSDP at info@icsdp.org for 
information on whether one of our members 
might be available to attend.

If you are attending an event, it might 
be a good opportunity to set up an informa-
tion table and provide Vienna Declaration 
endorsement cards to collect signatures.

Events

 ¨ Panel discussions
 ¨ Town hall meetings
 ¨ Community events or 

celebrations
 ¨ Public rallies

 ¨ Festivals or concerts
 ¨ Public forums
 ¨ Almost anything else 

that attracts a crowd 
of people

Events at which to host an info table may include:

In November 2010, a drug policy 
forum for Canadian members of 

parliament and senators was jointly 
convened by all elected parties in the 
nation’s capital. Although the focus 
of the event was not the Vienna 
Declaration, copies of the full text 
of the Declaration were provided 
to attendees, and the Declaration 
was included in broader discussions 
about international drug policy. 
This was the first time that many 
of these politicians had heard about 
the Declaration, and it provided 
a good backdrop to the panelists’ 
presentations on the global drug 
policy regime.
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Brief but thoughtful comments on media 
articles and blogs are sometimes the quickest 
and easiest way to ensure that your opinions 
and views reach your intended audience. 
It is important that people see intelligent 
objections to prohibition so that support 
for evidence-based reform is recognized as 
substantial and broad-based.

Many of you already take the time to 
comment on articles, adding your opinion 
to the discussion, pointing out factual 
inaccuracies and other biases. However, 
we are also aware that oftentimes people 
refrain from commenting online, for various 

reasons. We encourage you to take full 
advantage of the Vienna Declaration or the 
Vienna Declaration fact sheet, when needed, 
simply by cutting and pasting an appropriate 
quote with a link to the website.

When the Vienna Declaration or a related 
drug policy issue is profiled in the media, 
it is important to make sure that the right 
people see it in order to facilitate further 
debate, discussion, and education about the 
issues. Consider sharing that article with 
your colleagues and networks, or even your 
local elected representative, via email or 
social media. More often than not, you may 

Media

Articles & Blogs

The mainstream media have long played an 
important role in informing and educating 
the public about key policy issues. Although 
research is mixed on whether media use 
does affect public opinion and policy change, 
it remains one of the most effective ways to 
communicate quickly to a large audience. 
Research also shows that the primary way 
that the public receives information about 
drug policy is through the media, making it 
especially important that media reporting be 
factual and include scientific evidence.

The Vienna Declaration has already 
received extensive media coverage. More 
than 200 articles have been written about 
the Declaration by leading media outlets 
around the world. Repeated media coverage 
will ensure that the Declaration continues 
to educate the public about the failings of 
drug prohibition and the evidence-based 
alternatives.

The Vienna Declaration has been mentioned in hundreds of articles worldwide. 
To learn what’s been written so far and for articles you can cite in your own 
writing, visit viennadeclaration.com/media.

http://www.viennadeclaration.com/media
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Op-Eds

“Like many other police officers, I have witnessed the tragedy of 
the HIV epidemic first hand. It is one thing to read the statistics 
demonstrating the connection between illicit drug use and HIV; it 
is another matter entirely to patrol the streets, day in and day out, 
repeatedly arresting men and women infected with the HIV virus,” writes 
David Bratzer, a Canadian police officer and member of Law Enforcement 
Against Prohibition (LEAP) in the opening of an op-ed published in Canadian 
newspapers after the launch of the Vienna Declaration. He used the 
Declaration as a platform to discuss his concern about a piece of legislation 
being proposed by the Canadian federal government. Find the full article at: 

viennadeclaration.com/media/news-coverage

A guest opinion editorial, or “op-ed,” is an 
article that expresses the opinions of a guest 
writer who is not affiliated with the newspa-
per in which it is printed.

An op-ed is usually written by an expert in 
the subject area and is a good way to educate 

readers about issues that may not normally 
be covered in the paper or to express a differ-
ing perspective than has been presented. An 
op-ed must be factual and is typically written 
by someone whose professional opinion on 
the issue will garner the interest and recog-
nition of readers.

discover that your elected representatives 
are not aware of a particular media article, 
and sharing this information with them will 
highlight the fact that drug policy issues are 
important to you and the general public, and 

that they are being widely discussed in the 
media. Sharing the article may also encourage 
elected officials to start taking leadership on 
issues perceived to be contentious but which 
are of critical importance to the public.

http://www.viennadeclaration.com/media/news-coverage
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A letter to the editor is a letter authored by 
a reader and sent to a media publication 
describing an issue of concern. Letters 

to the editor are generally written with 
the expectation that they will appear in a 
subsequent edition of the publication. They 
are often written in response to an editorial, 
an article, an issue of general public interest, 
or to correct publication errors.

A letter to the editor is one of the few ways 
readers have of responding to and engaging 

with print media content and is a simple way 
to demonstrate reader opinion on various 
issues. A letter to the editor could be written:

 ¨ To comment on an article about or 
referencing the Vienna Declaration

 ¨ In response to any coverage of global or 
local drug policy issues

 ¨ To make the publication aware of the 
Vienna Declaration and its relevance to 
coverage of drug policy reform

To increase its chances of being published, 
a letter to the editor should be factual, 
concise, and relevant to the newspaper and 
the content it publishes.

A sample letter to the editor is included 
in this toolkit.

Letters to the Editor

An example of a guest opinion editorial is 
included in this toolkit.

It is worth noting that police officers and 
health care workers aren’t the only people 
who are affected by the drug war and whose 
opinions can serve as a lightning rod of public 
interest. For example, the perspectives of 
parents, teachers and youth speaking out 
against prohibition garnered significant 
interest in California when there were 
debates around the legalization of marijuana 

in November 2010. Business owners in 
areas affected by drug use also have a role 
to play in using the Vienna Declaration to 
advocate for harm reduction services in 
the neighbourhoods where they serve their 
clients. Students have multiple publication 
platforms at their disposal, particularly 
in terms of community papers, university 
radio, blogs, electronic mailing lists, etc., that 
actively seek out their contributions and 
disseminate them aggressively to a targeted 
audience.
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It is important for governments and elected 
representatives to know that drug policy 
issues are of concern to the general public and, 
more specifically, their constituents. Writing 
to or contacting your local government 
representative—such as a municipal council 
member, your member of parliament, 
congress or senate—is a simple and effective 
way to express your concern about current 
drug policies, and your support for health- 
and evidence-based approaches. It is also an 
opportunity to inform them about the Vienna 
Declaration and its aims and how it is relevant 
to you and your community. Describing the 
local, community-level harms of the current 
drug policy regime may also resonate more 
strongly with elected officials who do not 
view drug policy reform as a local-level issue 
with direct relevance to their constituents.

In some cases, elected representatives 
are required to respond to communications 
from their constituents, whether they are 
supportive of your position or not. If your 
government or representative does not 
respond to your communications, it is still 
important that the public and constituents 
voice their support for the Declaration and 
evidence-based drug policies to keep these 
issues on the political and policy agenda.

There are a number of ways to share your 
thoughts with your elected representatives. 
The following are popular techniques for 
engaging your elected representatives, listed 
in order of their assumed impact: meeting 
in person, speaking on the phone, sending a 
letter, writing an email.

Policy-Makers

Politicians

Evidence clearly demonstrates that drug 
prohibition is a policy failure and has had 
an overwhelmingly negative impact on 
public health and safety. It is important for 
governments and elected representatives 
to start taking a leadership role in support-
ing and implementing more effective, 
evidence-based drug policies. One way for a 
government to demonstrate its support is by 
passing a motion or a resolution endorsing 
the Vienna Declaration. Although passing 

a motion does not constitute a legislative 
policy change, it formalizes and reinforces 
a government’s commitment to evidence-
based drug policies. In many ways, this is an 
important first step in building a foundation 
that supports future evidence-based policy 
development.

Included in this toolkit is a sample motion, 
along with notes on what to consider when 
adapting the wording to your local context.

Formal Endorsements
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Different levels of government in different parts of the world have 
different reasons for endorsing the Vienna Declaration. Here is what 
some policy-makers had to say about their reasons for endorsing 
the Declaration:

“Vancouver has been a leader in North America on drug policy, 
whether it is our Four Pillars program or the creation of InSite. 
The Vienna Declaration is a powerful statement in support of an 
effective public health approach to illicit drug policy. We’re signing 
this declaration because we believe that drug addiction needs to be 
treated as a health issue, not a criminal issue.”
Vancouver Mayor gregor Robertson

“Georgia supports evidence-based policy in our efforts to protect 
community health and safety. Our signatures on the Vienna Declaration 
reinforce our recognition that harm reduction can provide numerous 
benefits and highlight the need to design policies that align with 
emerging science.”
First Lady Sandra Roelofs, wife of Georgian President Mikheil Saakashvili

“Instead of sticking to failed policies with disastrous consequences, 
we must direct our efforts to the reduction of consumption and the 
reduction of the harm caused by drugs to people and society. Repressive 
policies are firmly rooted in prejudices, fears and ideological visions. 
The way forward to safeguard human rights, security and health is a 
strategy of peace, not war.”
Fernando henrique Cardoso, former President of Brazil
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There are many ways that the Vienna 
Declaration can be used, and sharing your 
experiences and your successes can inspire 
ideas and encourage others to take action to 
spread the word. Keep us informed about how 
you are using the Declaration to educate others 
about the need for drug policy reform and 
the innovative ways that you have gathered 
endorsements. Send us a quick story about 
your experiences, or even some photos or a 
video on how you promoted the Declaration 
at an event and we’ll share this information 
with others. Please email info@icsdp.org 
with any stories, photos, or successes that you 
would like to share with us.

PROgRESS

Elections

✗
Don’t forget to point to other local or international elected representatives as 

examples of politicians who are willing to support evidence-based drug policies 
if you think it will motivate your representative to play closer attention. The Vienna 
Declaration website provides a list of elected officials who have endorsed the 
Declaration.

Have We Missed 
Anything?

Do you think there are other 
materials that might be 
useful? Please let us know if 
you think other education 
and information resources 
would help you in spreading 
the word about the Vienna 
Declaration and its aims. 

If drug policy reform and evidence-
based drug policies are critically 
important to you, vote for political 
candidates who will best represent 
these issues and push for government 

change. Ask your local candidates 
about their position on drug policy 
issues and openly support the 
candidates who best represent your 
own views.

http://www.viennadeclaration.com
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The Vienna Declaration is a statement seeking to improve community health and safety by calling for the incorporation 
of scientific evidence into illicit drug policies. We are inviting scientists, health practitioners and the public to endorse 
this document in order to bring these issues to the attention of governments and international agencies, and to illustrate 
that drug policy reform is a matter of urgent international significance. We also welcome organizational endorsements . 

•	 A	massive	 illicit	market	worth	 an	 estimated	annual	
value of US$320 billion.4 These profits remain entirely 
outside the control of government. They fuel crime, 
violence and corruption in countless urban communi-
ties and have destabilised entire countries, such as 
Colombia, Mexico and Afghanistan.4 

•	 Billions	of	tax	dollars	wasted	on	a	“War	on	Drugs”	ap-
proach to drug control that does not achieve its stated 
objectives and, instead, directly or indirectly contrib-
utes to the above harms.24

Unfortunately, evidence of the failure of drug prohibi-
tion to achieve its stated goals, as well as the severe 
negative consequences of these policies, is often denied 
by those with vested interests in maintaining the status 
quo.25 This has created confusion among the public and 
has cost countless lives. Governments and international 
organisations have ethical and legal obligations to re-
spond to this crisis and must seek to enact alternative 
evidence-based strategies that can effectively reduce 
the harms of drugs without creating harms of their own. 
We, the undersigned, call on governments and interna-
tional organisations, including the United Nations, to:

•	 Undertake	a	transparent	review	of	the	effectiveness	of	
current drug policies.

•	 Implement	 and	 evaluate	 a	 science-based	 public	
health approach to address the individual and com-
munity harms stemming from illicit drug use.

•	 Decriminalise	 drug	 users,	 scale	 up	 evidence-based	
drug dependence treatment options and abolish inef-
fective compulsory drug treatment centres that violate 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.26

•	 Unequivocally	endorse	and	scale	up	funding	for	the	
implementation of the comprehensive package of  
HIV interventions spelled out in the WHO, UNODC  
and UNAIDS Target Setting Guide.27

•	 Meaningfully	 involve	members	of	 the	affected	com-
munity in developing, monitoring and implementing 
services and policies that affect their lives.

Basing drug policies on scientific evidence will not 
eliminate drug use or the problems stemming from  
drug injecting. However, reorienting drug policies to-
wards evidence-based approaches that respect, protect 
and fulfil human rights has the potential to reduce harms 
deriving from current policies and would allow for the 
redirection of the vast financial resources towards where 
they are needed most: implementing and evaluating evi-
dence-based prevention, regulatory, treatment and harm 
reduction interventions.

*On August 19th, the Vienna declaration was modified to reflect the 
fact that the XVIII International AIDS Conference has passed. Refer-
ence to the UN Secretary General was also removed to enable UN 
organizations to endorse the Declaration.  These modifications were 
approved without objection by the majority of the writing committee.

The criminalisation of illicit drug users is fuelling the HIV epidemic and has resulted in overwhelmingly negative 
health and social consequences. A full policy reorientation is needed.

I
n response to the health and social harms of illegal 
drugs, a large international drug prohibition regime 
has been developed under the umbrella of the United  

Nations.1 Decades of research provide a comprehensive 
assessment	of	the	impacts	of	the	global	“War	on	Drugs”	
and, in the wake of the XVIII International AIDS Confer-
ence in Vienna, Austria, the international scientific com-
munity calls for an acknowledgement of the limits and 
harms of drug prohibition, and for drug policy reform to 
remove barriers to effective HIV prevention, treatment 
and care.

The evidence that law enforcement has failed to prevent 
the availability of illegal drugs, in communities where 
there is demand, is now unambiguous.2,3 Over the last 
several decades, national and international drug surveil-
lance systems have demonstrated a general pattern of 
falling drug prices and increasing drug purity—despite 
massive investments in drug law enforcement.3,4

Furthermore, there is no evidence that increasing the  
ferocity of law enforcement meaningfully reduces the prev-
alence of drug use.5 The data also clearly demonstrate 
that the number of countries in which people inject ille-
gal drugs is growing, with women and children becoming  
increasingly affected.6 Outside of sub-Saharan Africa, 
injection drug use accounts for approximately one in 
three new cases of HIV.7,8 In some areas where HIV is 
spreading most rapidly, such as Eastern Europe and Cen-
tral Asia, HIV prevalence can be as high as 70% among 
people who inject drugs, and in some areas more than 
80% of all HIV cases are among this group.8

In the context of overwhelming evidence that drug law 
enforcement has failed to achieve its stated objectives, it 

is important that its harmful consequences be acknowl-
edged and addressed. These consequences include but 
are not limited to:

•	 HIV	epidemics	fuelled	by	the	criminalisation	of	people	
who use illicit drugs and by prohibitions on the provision 
of sterile needles and opioid substitution treatment.9,10

•	 HIV	outbreaks	among	incarcerated	and	institutionalised	
drug users as a result of punitive laws and policies and 
a lack of HIV prevention services in these settings.11-13

•	 The	undermining	of	public	health	systems	when	law	en-
forcement drives drug users away from prevention and 
care services and into environments where the risk of 
infectious disease transmission (e.g., HIV, hepatitis C & 
B, and tuberculosis) and other harms is increased.14-16

•	 A	crisis	in	criminal	justice	systems	as	a	result	of	record	
incarceration rates in a number of nations.17,18 This has 
negatively affected the social functioning of entire com-
munities. While racial disparities in incarceration rates for 
drug offences are evident in countries all over the world, 
the impact has been particularly severe in the US, where 
approximately one in nine African-American males in the 
age group 20 to 34 is incarcerated on any given day, 
primarily as a result of drug law enforcement.19

•	 Stigma	towards	people	who	use	illicit	drugs,	which	re-
inforces the political popularity of criminalising drug 
users and undermines HIV prevention and other health 
promotion efforts.20,21

•	 Severe	human	rights	violations,	including	torture,	forced	
labour, inhuman and degrading treatment, and execu-
tion of drug offenders in a number of countries.22,23



The Vienna Declaration fact sheet
The Vienna Declaration calls for the incorporation of scientific evidence into illicit drug policies. Research shows that the 
criminalization of illicit drug users is fuelling the HIV epidemic and has resulted in overwhelmingly negative health and 
social consequences. A full policy reorientation is needed. 

Key facts that support the Vienna Declaration include:
Global scale of drug use

• The largest numbers of injection drug users are in Russia, India and China, but injection drug use now occurs in over 
148 countries worldwide, and continues to expand 1,2

• Estimates suggest there are approximately 15.9 million people who inject drugs globally 1

Failure of the current “War 0n Drugs” approach

• Over the past several decades, international surveillance systems have shown that drug purity has generally  
increased while drug prices have decreased 3

• There is no evidence that law enforcement reduces the prevalence of drug use 4

• Studies show a direct link between drug law enforcement and various harms including increased HIV risk behaviour 
and drug-related violence 5,6

Costs of the current approach

• Approximately $2.5 trillion (USD) has been spent on drug control efforts since the 1960’s 7

• The US spends approximately $20 billion (USD) per year just on drug law enforcement 8

• The international illegal drug market is worth an estimated $320 billion (USD) per year; these profits are entirely 
outside of government control and fuel corruption and violence 9

Health impacts

• Outside of sub-Saharan Africa, 1 in 3 new HIV cases occur in intravenous drug users 10,11

• In areas of Eastern Europe and Central Asia, HIV prevalence may be up to 70% among people who inject drugs 1

• Hepatitis C prevalence among intravenous drug users is estimated to be as high as 90-95% in some  
Eurasian countries 12

• Prohibitions on sterile needles and opioid substitution therapy results in avoidable HIV and HCV transmission 2,13

• Methadone is an effective treatment for heroin use that is on the WHO’s List of Essential Medicines, but is illegal in 
Russia where 1 in 100 adults are already infected – largely because of heroin use

Social impacts

• About 1 in 9 African American men aged 25 to 29 is incarcerated on any given day in the United States, mostly  
because of drug law violations 14

• Drug-related crime, violence and corruption has destabilized entire countries such as Columbia, Mexico and  
Afghanistan 15-17

• In Mexico alone, there have been 22,743 deaths due to drug-related violence since 2006 18

1

For more information, visit: www.viennadeclaration.com

For video, visit: http://bit.ly/warondrugsvideo  
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Estimated number of adults incarcerated for drug 
law violations in the United States, 1972–2002 

Source: Data were extracted from Beck (1997), Beck & Glaze 
(2002), Cahalan (1986), Harrison & Karberg (2003), and Pastore & 
Maguire (2003) as described in Caulkins et al. (2006) 
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Heroin price (red line) and purity (blue 
line) in the United States, 1980–1999

Source: Briefing Book 2001 (Drug Enforcement Administration, 
Washington, DC)

Police officers drive past a burning police vehicle in the Pacific resort 
town of Zihuatanejo, Mexico, on February 25, 2009. Earlier, gunmen 
opened fire and hurled grenades at the patrol car, killing four officers. 
(AP photo / Felipe Salinas)

“The criminalisation of drug users is 
fuelling the HIV epidemic and has 
resulted in overwhelmingly negative 
health and social consequences.  
A full policy reorientation is needed.”
 - Vienna Declaration



Key Messages from The Vienna Declaration

The criminalization of illicit drug users is fuelling the HIV epidemic and has resulted in overwhelmingly 
negative health and social consequences. A full policy reorientation is needed. 

1.   Decades of research demonstrate that the global “War on Drugs” has not been effective.

• Law enforcement has not reduced the availability of illegal drugs 2,3

• Drug surveillance systems show a pattern of decreasing drug prices and increasing drug purity 4,5

• There is no evidence that increasing the ferocity of law enforcement reduces drug use 6

• The number of countries in which people inject illegal drugs is growing 7

2.   The criminalization of illicit drug users has resulted in several negative health and social   
      consequences, including fuelling the HIV epidemic.

• Injection drug use accounts for approximately one third of new HIV cases, outside of Sub-Saharan Africa 8,9

• In areas such as Eastern Europe and Central Asia, HIV prevalence can be as high as 70 to 80% among people who 
inject drugs 10

• Prohibitions on sterile needles and opioid substitution treatment continue to drive HIV transmission among drug  
users 11,12

• Other health and social consequences include:
 - HIV outbreaks among incarcerated and institutionalised drug users 13-15

 - Undermining public health systems by driving drug users away from prevention and care services 16-18

 - Record incarceration rates as well as increasing racial disparities among incarcerated persons 19-21

 - Stigma towards people who use illicit drugs 22,23

 - Severe human rights violations 24,25

 - An illicit market worth about US$320 billion in profits each year which fuels crime, violence and corruption 26,27

 - Billions of tax dollars wasted 28

3.   A full policy reorientation is needed.

4.   Vienna Declaration endorsers are calling on governments and international organizations to  
      respond to this crisis and implement evidence-based policies and interventions.

• Endorsers call on governments and international organisations, including the United Nations, to:
i. Undertake a transparent review of the effectiveness of current drug policies;
ii. Implement and evaluate a science-based, public health approach to address the individual and community harms 

stemming from illicit drug use;
iii. Decriminalise drug users, scale up evidence-based treatment options, and abolish compulsory drug treatment 

centres; 30

iv. Endorse, scale up funding for, and implement the package of HIV interventions in the Target Setting Guide, 
drafted by the WHO, UNODC and UNAIDS; 31 and, 

v. Involve members of the affected community in developing, monitoring, and implementing services and policies 
that affect their lives.

For references please visit: www.viennadeclaration.com/the-declaration
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The criminalization of illicit drug users is fuelling the HIV epidemic and has resulted in overwhelmingly 
negative health and social consequences.   A full policy reorientation is needed.

      Yes, I endorse the Vienna Declaration.

First Name: ________________________________       Last Name: ________________________________
 

Degree(s) (if relevant):        MA        MSc        MPH       LLB        JD        PhD       MD       Other: _____

Affi liation/Organization (if relevant): ________________________________________________________

Title (if relevant): __________________________________________________________________________

 Yes, I am authorized to sign on behalf of the organization listed above.

Country: ___________________________________ E-mail: _____________________________________
Only your name, country, and affi liate organization (if relevant) will be publicly listed on the Vienna Declaration website. All contact information provided is for the express purpose of signatory 
identifi cation and communication, and will not be shared with third parties.
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La criminalisation des utilisateurs de drogues illicites alimente l’épidémie de VIH et a eu des retombées essentiellement 
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 Oui, je suis autorisé à signer au nom de l’organisation mentionnée ci-dessus.

Pays: ____________________________________ Courriel: _____________________________________

La Déclaration de Vienne

Seuls votre nom, votre pays et votre organisme d’appartenance (le cas échéant) seront publiés dans la Déclaration de Vienne. Nous utilisons les autres renseignements uniquement à des fins 
d’identification et de communication, et nous les traiterons avec la plus stricte confidentialité.
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MOTION ON NOTICE 

 
 
4. Endorse the Vienna Declaration 
 
MOVER: Councillor Kerry Jang 
SECONDER: Councillor Ellen Woodsworth  
 
WHEREAS  
 

1. The City of Vancouver has provided municipal leadership by endorsing a 
comprehensive and evidence-based strategy to reduce harm from the 
sale and use of illegal drugs and is committed to work with all levels of 
government to implement the four pillars of prevention, treatment, 
harm reduction and enforcement;  

 
2. It is important to distinguish between harms that result from drug use 

and harms that are consequences of policy, specifically the enforcement 
of prohibition; 

 
3. The current policy of drug prohibition has failed to reduce drug 

production, availability and use with illegal drug prices falling and 
purity increasing as monitored by international drug surveillance 
systems; 

 
4. There is no evidence that increasing law enforcement reduces the 

prevalence of drug use; 
 

5. The number of countries where people inject illegal drugs is increasing; 
 

6. Injecting illegal substances is the leading cause for approximately one in 
three new cases of HIV; 

 
7. An illicit drug market worth an estimated value of US$320 billion in the 

hands of criminals fuels violence, deaths and destabilizes entire nations; 
 

8. The “War on Drugs” approach has been a waste of billions of tax dollars 
and has in fact resulted in consequences that are the very opposite of 
its stated aims and has spawned more harm to public health; 

 
9. The Vienna Declaration was spearheaded by the scientific community, 

and in particular, the British Columbia Centre for Excellence in 
HIV/AIDS, in the wake of the XVIII International AIDS conference in 
Vienna to call for an acknowledgement of the harms of drug prohibition 
and for drug policy reform to remove barriers to effective HIV 
prevention, treatment and care.  

 

 B.4 
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THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED that Council continue to support an urban health 
approach based on science to address safety and harms to community and 
individuals by formally endorsing the Vienna Declaration, writing to the 
Federation of Canadian Municipalities, the Union of BC Municipalities, and 
Provincial and Federal Ministers in the Justice and Health departments to 
inform them of our endorsement, as well as urging the Mayor to put this issue 
on the agenda of the next meeting of the Big City Mayors Caucus. 

 
 

* * * * * 
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