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Formal opinion of the Scientific Committee 
on the EMCDDA 2013–15 strategy and work programme 

 

1. General overview 

The Scientific Committee welcomes the 2013–15 EMCDDA strategy and work 
programme, the third one in line with its 2006 recast Regulation, and its core 
commitment to quality and value. Considering the uncertainty of the financial and 
institutional environment that Europe is facing, it is particularly important that the 
EMCDDA commits to efficiency of management, prioritisation of objectives and 
usefulness and accessibility of outputs, while further developing its unique 
multidisciplinary and holistic approach, which addresses all aspects of the drug 
situation. 

The Scientific Committee notes that recommendations expected from the recent 
external evaluation were considered in the preparation of this 2013–15 work 
programme and confirms the relevance of a strategic approach resting on three 
transversal principles which will form the basis for the EMCDDA’s work for the next 
three years: relevant, timely and responsive analysis of the situation, deriving 
maximum value from activities and investments, and investing further in a customer-
oriented approach for communicating. 

Furthermore, the Scientific Committee takes note that this multiannual work 
programme may need to be reviewed to better adjust to the information requirements 
of a new EU drugs strategy and a new legal basis for tasks conducted under the EU 
mechanism for early warning and risk assessment for new psychoactive substances, 
as work is underway on both documents at the time of drafting of this strategy and 
work programme. If additional tasks and responsibilities result from these exercises 
and no additional resources are made available to implement them, the impact will 
likely jeopardise some core activities in other important areas of the EMCDDA’s 
work, even if a strong effort to prioritise is made. 

 

2. Specific comments 

The Scientific Committee supports the commitment to the ongoing improvement of 
data quality, including the importance of grading the quality of the different types of 
information and data the EMCDDA works with. The Committee also welcomes that 
this work programme recognises the publication of scientific papers as formal outputs 
of the agency and addresses the topic of supporting the identification of research 
priorities, in line with previous recommendations from this Committee. 

High-quality analysis is built on a clear understanding of the strengths and limitations 
of the underlying data. The Scientific Committee welcomes the increased focus of the 
work programme on further developing the data collection, analysis and quality 
assurance framework. The Committee would like to advise the EMCDDA to closely 
follow developments in data collection, such as declining response rates in surveys 
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and new technological developments, to ensure that its processes and tools remain 
fit for purpose. 

Each year, an important aspect of the EMCDDA’s work revolves around data 
submission and management tasks. The updating of protocols, the production of 
templates, data validation processes and the development of the Fonte system are 
necessary to ensure a methodologically sound, coherent and efficient annual 
reporting exercise. Most of the information collected by this system consists of 
epidemiological data, and particular coordination needs to be ensured in this area. 
Therefore, the Scientific Committee fully supports the emphasis on measures to 
improve the performance of the reporting system. The Committee wishes to 
underline the importance of the foreseen adoption of a statistical quality assurance 
framework.  

The Scientific Committee agrees that the epidemiological monitoring of the drug 
situation is at the heart of the EMCDDA’s activities. The Committee welcomes the 
increased emphasis on the analysis of the individual indicators and cross indicators, 
interpretation and use of the information. The Scientific Committee stresses that this 
new weight given to analyses needs to be reflected in the substantive activities of the 
future annual work programmes. The Committee also recognises the importance of 
methodological improvements in the area of the epidemiological key indicators and 
the need to maintain the long-term and high-quality time series analysis. The 
Committee notes that data collection takes place at the national level and recognises 
that the ability to sustain these time series and technical capacities may vary across 
Member States and rely on networks that need to be continuously nurtured. The 
Scientific Committee therefore appreciates the support and training made available 
for the implementation of the key indicators in Member States.  

The Scientific Committee appreciates the re-orientation of the EMCDDA’s activities to 
prioritise and ensure, for the near future, high-quality analysis in the area of drug 
supply and supply reduction in the 2013–15 work programme. The Committee looks 
forward to the elaboration, conceptualisation and the implementation of key 
indicators on drug markets, drug-related crime and drug supply reduction but 
recognises this will be a long-term challenge. The Committee would like however to 
stress the need to prioritise the drug market key indicator. The Scientific Committee 
notes the need to adopt a multidisciplinary perspective to some of the complex 
issues in this area, for example the concept of drug-related crime will require 
consideration of social, economic and legal dimensions. 

The Committee also takes note that the EMCDDA has been tasked, jointly with 
Europol, to implement activities under the operational action plan for 2012–13 of the 
new policy cycle within the Council on Internal Security (COSI) of the European 
Union. The Committee welcomes the new major publication that will provide a 
strategic overview of the dynamic and complex drug markets in Europe and that may 
become a key instrument for helping define future security priorities. In this regard 
the issue of drug production within the European Union will be an important area for 
elaboration. 

The Scientific Committee, whilst welcoming developments in this area, would like to 
emphasise that a substantial amount of new work will be necessary to achieve the 
ambitious objectives foreseen. The impact of the increased workload at the Centre 
and associated costs needs to be carefully assessed. In this sense it is highly 
recommended that additional resources be allocated to fulfil this new commitment of 
the EMCDDA.  
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The Scientific Committee fully supports the emphasis that the EMCDDA places on 
extending the integrated and system-based approach to monitoring, to enable 
analysis of responses to drug-related problems. This will improve our insight into the 
availability, coverage and quality of interventions delivered across Europe. This 
process should link the treatment demand indicator with other data sources and thus 
improve data availability, quality and comparability between countries. The 
Committee also appreciates the work programme’s emphasis on the analysis of 
environmental prevention and early intervention. It recommends that this work should 
include identifying evidence of working mechanisms and of the significant impact 
they may have on the risk factors for developing drugs problems. The Scientific 
Committee supports the increased emphasis given to knowledge exchange and the 
identification of best practices. It will be important to ensure synergies with other 
activities that are developing evidence-based guidelines at national and international 
levels, as well as with the work undertaken by the EC to support the development of 
minimum quality standards in the area of demand reduction. The Committee also 
supports the widening of the concept of best practice to other areas and 
recommends these include supply reduction and policy analysis. This may provide 
critical support to developing sound guidelines and good practice in a wider range of 
fields. 

The Scientific Committee welcomes the pragmatic approach to focus on specific drug 
policy issues through the series of drug policy profiles and papers, covering topics 
such as drugs and unemployment, typical penalties and sentencing practices or city 
level drug policies. The effort to widen the network of information and expertise on 
policy analysis may also contribute to a more comprehensive picture of this field and 
complement the core information provided by the National focal points. The 
Committee notes the continued work of the EMCDDA on the European Legal 
Database on Drugs (ELDD) and appreciates the efforts placed on the policy area to 
become more request-oriented. The flexibility to react to requests for legal and policy 
reviews and to support and advise national and EU partners with respect to policy 
evaluation may become an even more important asset of the EMCDDA in the future. 
Closing this cycle with a scientific review on challenges for the future of drug policy is 
of particular significance and usefulness to Member States. The Committee also 
supports the pragmatic approach in public expenditure, which takes into account the 
limitations of data but still provides a way forward for methodological developments, 
and the analysis of important current topics such as the impact of the economic 
recession.  

The Scientific Committee acknowledges that the EMCDDA has established the EU 
early warning system as a real-time vehicle for multidisciplinary information 
exchange. The EWS is now used extensively by the forensic science community and 
by health and law enforcement professionals and is becoming recognised 
internationally as a valuable alert system and information resource. The Scientific 
Committee takes note that a revised legislative framework on new psychoactive 
substances is likely to enter into force during the 2013–15 period and this will impact 
on the EMCDDA activities. The Committee appreciates the fact that the EMCDDA 
has taken into account in its planning the need for activities in this area to be 
adapted. The Committee foresees that additional responsibilities and tasks are likely 
to lead to a significant expansion of work. It is difficult to envisage how these new 
tasks will be accomplished effectively without a corresponding provision of additional 
resources.  
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The Scientific Committee welcomes the increased efforts to strengthen the 
EMCDDA’s system for monitoring and understanding new and emerging trends in 
drug use and drug markets. The Committee also welcomes the emphasis given to 
exploring the use of new multi-method data sources and triangulation for better 
monitoring new and emerging trends. Qualitative studies can play a key role in 
detecting new trends in drug use. The use of accident and emergency room data can 
provide a useful perspective of changes in the acute health effects that can 
accompany changes in drug consumption patterns. Wastewater analysis is a useful 
tool in monitoring illicit drug use in real time at the community level. The Scientific 
Committee is pleased to note that the EMCDDA will introduce a short online rapid 
communication product (EMCDDA Updates) to support timely dissemination.  

The Scientific Committee agrees that communication is one of the EMCDDA’s core 
activities in its role as information agency. High-quality web-based publications will 
need to be given increased priority. The Committee particularly supports the plans to 
reshape the Annual report into a streamlined and electronically integrated publication 
complemented by a renewed user-friendly website, the introduction of a more 
systematic peer review process and a strong emphasis on content coordination and 
support, which is paramount to ensuring scientific quality and coherence to all major 
EMCDDA outputs. The Committee also welcomes the new integrated approach and 
dissemination of the training activities and materials which the EMCDDA already 
implements and produces. The Committee is convinced that these will bring 
important added value for practitioners and educators.  

The Scientific Committee acknowledges that the current financial constraints may 
present challenges for the sustainability of Reitox national focal points and calls upon 
Member States to support their work in recognition of the added value provided by 
their services at national and European levels. The Committee welcomes the 
National focal points' continued commitment to quality and their willingness to review 
and, where needed, adjust the reporting framework. At the same time, the Committee 
notes that it is important for the EMCDDA to continue to engage and strengthen its 
relationship with other relevant networks and with the broader Scientific Community 
working in Europe and internationally. 

 

3. Conclusions 

The Scientific Committee commends the EMCDDA on its work programme and 

strategy for the period 2013–15 and expresses its full support and endorsement. 
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