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The fundamental problem of drug policy as a policy area is that it has no 

political potential. Politicians are not interested in drug policy; it is not an 

item that enjoys a high position on the political agenda. As a result, it is 

underfunded, understaffed, and often ineffective.

Concerning non-state actors, civil society involvement in drug policymak-

ing is often a ‘ticking the boxes’ exercise, formal and only symbolic. Civil 

society organisations (CSOs) should provide input into the policy process, 

but it is rarely happening in a meaningful way in practice. There are 

mechanisms in place, but they are not used to maximise the participation 

of non-state actors and resulting potential benefits. CSOs are sometimes 

invited to participate in decision-making processes, but they are not being 

listened to.

Meaningful involvement of civil society is a highly discussed topic in the 

third sector. However, today, parliamentary democracy is being misused. 

Politicians’ attitudes claiming ‘I was elected, so I’m making the decisions 

regardless of anything’ are widespread. Many times politicians use (alleged) 

public opinion as an excuse to not introduce specific solutions, services or 

policies. They ignore experts’ opinions. Civil society organisations are not 

adequately embedded in this kind of democracy.

From the point of view of CSOs, involvement in policymaking is challenging 

for several reasons. First, there is a lack of capacity for advocacy. Civil 

society is too weak to break through with their ideas in many countries.

Second, money is a problematic issue. Politicians, in general, are not eager 

to spend public funds on drug services. Very often, CSOs have to compete 

with one another for little money. Moreover, governments sometimes 

exploit this situation (small budget, many organisations) against the sector 

to undermine the solidarity and cooperation between the organisations.

Third, one of the biggest problems is the trade-off between service provi-

sion and advocacy. Advocacy efforts are undermined by the reliance on the 

state as a donor. This can be further exacerbated by cases of using public 

funds distribution schemes as a system of sanctions – organisations that 
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are too vocal on certain issues can be punished by not getting funds for 

their service delivery work. The reality of the CSO sector results in a situa-

tion where often only big organisations can survive due to their capacity to 

write elaborated grant applications in international consortia.

This is related to the next problem, this time more relevant for the third 

sector as such. In some countries, PWUD do not exist as an entity in the 

space of CSOs. As a result, established NGOs, which can be very powerful, 

may sometimes not accept PWUD as equal partners.

Additionally, drug users’ organisations often operate in a very challenging 

environment in general. They talk about drugs-related activities, which are 

illegal, and they do not advocate for the ultimate goal of stopping using 

drugs. In some contexts, such organisations are accused of promoting drug 

use, therefore being seen as criminal entities. Although this has changed 

now in many countries, another problem has arisen. Namely, PWUD tend 

to get involved by the decision-makers by ‘being put in a golden cage’ and 

shown as stakeholders. In practice, however, PWUD have not been accepted 

as experts.

Concerning the policy environment CSOs operate in, one of the major 

problems is that the pathway to decision making is not always transparent. 

On many occasions, it is not clear or known who is the person or entity 

responsible for a particular decision. Sometimes politicians or officials play 

games and fool fooling CSOs, sending them from one person to another, 

claiming that others are responsible. This undermines the advocacy possi-

bilities. Bureaucracy is also often a barrier to civil society participation.

Furthermore, there is a visible problem all over Europe that too much 

depends on individuals who may be willing or unwilling to introduce 

reforms, cooperate with civil society, etc. In many countries, collaborative 

governance mechanisms are not institutionalised, either at the national 

or local level. Although in some cases, there are civil servants in different 

public entities who want to cooperate with civil society and use their 

expertise, the policymaking is ultimately a political exercise, and the ruling 

political parties make the decisions.

The ever-changing political landscape as a result of elections is another 

challenge. Even in situations where the CSO-government relations are 

good, they are often interrupted by the elections. This can happen even if 

the same party forms the government, but a relevant minister changes. All 

of the previous efforts and relationships are wiped out in such situations, 

and the work has to start from zero again.

In extreme cases, one can find examples of exploitation of CSOs’ experi-

ence by the government without remuneration or ensuring that CSOs are 

meaningfully involved in policymaking. One of the examples can be that 

governments use CSOs’ data when reporting to the EMCDDA, but on the 

other hand, they don’t treat CSOs as experts providing valuable input.
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Actions within the drug policy subsystem

•  There should be monitoring of the level of CSOs’ involvement in drug policy, including 

not only absolute data (yes/no) but qualitative data on different ways of involvement and 

its impact.

•  Policymakers need to be informed, knowledgeable and open-minded. If important 

positions are occupied by people without the necessary skills and knowledge, the situation 

of service delivering CSOs is difficult.

•  Policymakers should maintain good relationships with CSOs as much as CSOs try to 

maintain good relationships with policymakers, even though personal-level relationships are 

not sustainable.

•  There needs to be political will to make drug policy effective and responding to people’s 

needs. In addition, the public and media need to see the topic as important.

•   Governments need to support civil society organisations through providing resources 

and through empowerment. Unfortunately, in some countries, CSOs are even outlawed, 

which results in hiding to decrease the risk of intimidation and attacks. Sometimes, civil 

societies have virtually no power.

•  The problem of politicians and other people in authority positions claiming the exclusive 

right to make decisions is visible at many levels. For example, it is reflected in relationships 

between CSOs and MSs governments or the European Commission, which seem not to regard 

CSOs as legitimate players in the political game, but outsiders who are merely tolerated and 

help tick the boxes. When CSOs boldly formulate their opinion and the opinion is dissenting, 

the reaction is confrontational. Therefore, the most paradigmatic change we need is to 

redefine politics as not only a business of elected politicians but, most of all, an art 
of making public decisions with the involvement of civil society. 
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Actions within the civil society sector

•  The first key issue is to define the role of civil society. Looking at the phenomenon 

called ‘shrinking space of civil society’, one of the main arguments against CSOs in many 

countries (e.g. Hungary or Poland) is that the politicians comprising the ruling parties and 

governments are the only legitimate power. Meanwhile, CSOs are private, not elected by 

anyone, and represent foreign donors; hence they are not legitimate representatives of the 

people. It is necessary to regain legitimacy in the eyes of public opinion and become 
an established player in political life again.

•  CSOs should strive for their credibility as experts and visibility to achieve this. In addition, 

it is necessary to build and nurture positive relationships with the media, which can 

ensure good media coverage.

•  Especially if CSOs’ relationships with politicians is somewhat adversarial, it is more critical 

that organisations are visible to the public opinion. If public opinion supports certain 

policies, policy changes, solutions, policymakers will pay attention to that. Good media 

coverage is essential in such cases, and CSOs should invest in such relationships.

•  Sometimes, it is the case that states exploit the work of civil society and try to present the 

achievements of CSOs in drug policy as the government’s merit. Therefore, CSOs should 
make sure that their achievements remain theirs and are not captured by the 
governments.

•  Where possible, building and maintaining relationships with individuals in the deci-
sion-making positions is crucial. Relevant people in power should be made familiar with 

the work organisations do. Showing the decision-makers how the services work can help 

attract their attention and favouring attitudes.

•  In cases where the CSOs‘ relationship with governments and politicians is good, organisa-

tions should use the opportunity to educate the decision-makers and be bolder in 
articulating the needs of service providers – in that they should learn from the private 

sector.

•  One way of fostering a good relationship with decision-makers is to support them with 
CSOs’ expertise and data.

•  Sometimes CSOs’ involvement at the international level can help get the attention 
of the national policymakers. This can be especially effective if the government repre-

sentatives lack the expertise to get involved internationally. Helping them navigate may 

result in their increased willingness to get CSOs engaged at the national level.  →



Policy Paper Civil Society Involvement 5

continuation Actions within the civil society sector

•  Another possibility is to look for new allies. For example, while drafting the EU Drugs 

Agenda, the European Commission has not consulted civil society sufficiently, but also they 

did not consult the Member States. This was a game-changer – suddenly, the CSOs and MSs 

became allies. The MSs approached CSOs very proactively and asked for their input. This sit-

uation helped the Member States see CSOs in a different light than before – as experts who 

have the knowledge and can contribute. Exploiting such situations can have a longer-term 

consequence, e.g., improving the CSOs involvement in policymaking at the national level.

•  In advocating for specific solutions, CSOs should also exploit opportunities that some-

times present themselves. For example, in the case of some European countries, their 

willingness to join the EU and – at the same time – lack of ready national solutions can be a 

chance for CSOs to use the EU Drug Strategy as an advocacy tool.

•  If there’s no opportunity for CSOs to get involved in policymaking at the national level, they 

should move to the local level.

•  More involvement of communities is necessary. There should be some quality assessment 

introduced for the organisations advocating in the community’s name. It is crucial that the 

community do not feel distressed that they are pushed on the side while the big players 

decide what is good for the community. Since there is no financial support to do it, it should 

be based on networking and open communication between organisations and differ-
ent communities.

•  The experience to date shows that the drug policy field attracts attention primarily when 

something bad happens (e.g. overdoses, blood-borne viruses epidemics, etc.). The new way 

of thinking and talking about drug use that has gained popularity in the last several years is 

to talk about drugs and drug use in a positive way – about their uses and benefits, how 

people enjoy them, how they can be helpful in spiritual development, recreation, social life, 

etc. It is a different way of getting attention, and it can be beneficial for drug policy reform 

in specific contexts. However, there is very little space for this kind of narrative in the 

public discourse, which is dominated by tragic stories and negative consequences of drug 

use, e.g. addiction.

•  Furthermore, it is crucial to acknowledge that speaking about drugs in a positive way is, for 

the time being, a domain of the middle class. It can be problematic in the sense that it may 

send a false message or be a subject to misinterpretation by the public opinion (e.g. can-

nabis/psychedelics with their medical potential versus heroin or methamphetamine), and 

result in further stigmatisation of people using specific substances or using them in certain 

ways, e.g. intravenously.


