
 

Formal opinion of the Scientific Committee 
on the EMCDDA 2013 work programme 

1. General overview 

The Scientific Committee welcomes the 2013 EMCDDA work programme, the first 
within the recently adopted 2013–15 strategy, which is based upon three transversal 
principles: 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. This work programme is also in line with the 
2006 recast EMCDDA Regulation and the recommendations emerging from the 
recent external evaluation.  

The Scientific Committee agrees that the central challenge for the EMCDDA is to 
ensure continuity and protect core business, by continuing to deliver high-quality 
analysis on established topics, while at the same time remaining relevant and useful 
by extending its work to answer to new information needs, in less developed but 
strategically important areas. It is nevertheless important that the EMCDDA takes 
into account that development in new areas will depend on available resources and 
on the Member States’ willingness and capacity to support national data collection in 
new areas. As it is not foreseen that resources will increase, clear priorities need to 
be set, synergies pursued and investment in less productive areas reduced. We 
strongly recommend this need to prioritise and that the EMCDDA critically reviews its 
workload. 

The Scientific Committee notes the growing emphasis on the topic of polydrug 
consumption. The Committee also welcomes and stresses the importance of cross-
unit projects which bring together epidemiological and responses data in transversal 
analyses. Examples of these are the cross-unit analyses of treatment data, 
trendspotting and the misuse of medicines. 

The commitment to quality that runs through the three-year strategy and work 
programme is reflected in this 2013 work programme. Examples of such projects 
planned for 2013 include those aiming to develop a new quality framework for 
statistics, audit key indicator implementation, improve the value of technical meetings 
and grade expert information. The Scientific Committee is pleased to note that the 
EMCDDA will establish a new cross-unit project to coordinate and oversee these and 
other quality assurance activities and to monitor progress. 

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 
are being finalised. The Scientific Committee takes note that this annual work 
programme may need to be reviewed to better adjust to the implications that may 
arise from these documents. However, if additional tasks and responsibilities result 
from these exercises without matching resources to implement them, the Scientific 
Committee strongly believes that the impact will be detrimental to the implementation 
of this work programme, even if a stronger effort to prioritise is made. 

2. Specific comments 

Data collection is a key component of the EMCDDA’s core mission. The Scientific 
Committee welcomes the continued commitment in this area towards data quality 



and the effort towards the ongoing improvement of the Statistical bulletin and 
meeting the needs of its users. It is of key importance that the data collection system 
is thoroughly adjusted to the new timeline of the Annual report and the Committee 
notes that the Reitox focal point practice will also need to be adjusted to meet this 
new timeline. The Scientific Committee underlines the importance of the planned 
adoption of a statistical quality assurance framework and of the study on the 
development of instruments for the collection of qualitative data. 

The Scientific Committee continues to support the gradual shift in emphasis towards 
analytical tasks in the area of monitoring the drug situation. Further progress on 
methodological developments concerning the key epidemiological indicators is 
needed but the priority and matching resources should move towards more analysis. 
The Committee is also pleased to note the opportunities for further cooperation and 
support of ESPAD activities and urges the EMCDDA to fully profit from those 
synergies. 

In the area of monitoring demand reduction responses, the Scientific Committee fully 
supports the emphasis placed on the analysis of availability, coverage and quality of 
the interventions delivered across Europe, and also on the specific areas of 
environmental prevention and early intervention. As far as the Best practice portal is 
concerned, the Committee welcomes the continued collaboration with the scientific 
community and, in particular with the Cochrane group, the planned redesign of the 
tool and efforts towards promoting knowledge translation, as more visibility of ‘what 
works’ is needed. 

One of the most important features of the EMCDDA’s work is analysis that brings 
together information from the demand and the supply area. The Scientific Committee 
supports this example of transversal analysis, and emphasises the important 
developmental area of drug supply and supply reduction, in line with the EU balanced 
approach. The Committee looks forward to the implementation of new, 
methodologically sound indicators in this area, and to the setting up of a reference 
group of experts at national level on supply reduction data. However, the Committee 
again underlines the fact that these developments will require additional resources 
that will need to be found without undermining other important areas of the 
EMCDDA’s work.  

The Scientific Committee acknowledges that the early warning system has promoted 
the visibility and leadership of the EMCDDA in the field of monitoring new 
psychoactive substances. It fully supports the exploration of new data sources and 
techniques, as well as further coordination with the forensic and toxicological 
laboratory networks. The Committee takes note that the EMCDDA has already 
planned to review activities and tools in this area, in line with the new legal 
framework. 

The Scientific Committee supports the ongoing investment and growing capacity in 
monitoring and following-up on new and emerging trends in drug use and drug 
markets. Developments on the trendspotter methodology, which can improve 
analysis and promote rapid information sharing, are particularly welcomed. The 
Committee is also pleased to note the involvement of the EMCDDA in the new FP7-
funded Initial Training Network ‘A new paradigm in drug use and human health risk 
assessment: Sewage profiling at the community level’. 

The Scientific Committee notes the continued work of the EMCDDA in the 
challenging area of monitoring and evaluating drug policies. It welcomes the 
developments planned for 2013 on estimating specific areas of expenditure, and also 
the planned studies on trafficking penalties, drug policies of large European cities 
and trends in drug-related public expenditure following the economic recession in 
some Member States. The Committee also encourages the ongoing effort to provide 



continued support and expertise to the EU and to individual Member States, in the 
framework of evaluating policies, drafting legal instruments and/or estimating drug-
related expenditure. The Committee welcomes the preliminary work planned for 2013 
related to the future publication of a monograph on drugs policy, to appear in 2015. 

The Scientific Committee fully supports the work of the EMCDDA on proactively 
linking with the scientific community and profiting from synergies with relevant 
associations and research projects. It is also fully committed to support the EMCDDA 
in ‘developing its role in providing information on drug-related research in Europe’, 
‘strengthening its relationship with Europe’s drugs research community’ and helping 
‘to identify research priorities and promote the sharing of the results of studies’, as 
recommended in the external evaluation. The Committee also encourages the 
EMCDDA to engage with the appropriate scientific and research associations in 
Europe to explore possibilities that exist for collaboration on a European scientific 
conference, as envisaged in the 2013–15 strategy and work programme. Further, the 
Committee welcomes an integrated approach to training, as a means to disseminate 
information and transfer knowledge, in line with the EMCDDA’s priorities and 
capacities.  

The Scientific Committee congratulates the EMCDDA on its plans to completely 
redesign the Annual report, to publish it earlier in the year and to maximise the 
benefits of online publishing, by linking it to a series of different available data and 
reporting products. The Committee acknowledges the complexity of this process, 
supports its stepwise implementation and calls for careful coordination of the 
process, so that all phases of the information production cycle are fully taken into 
account and quality is not negatively impacted on. The Committee also looks forward 
to the major new joint report with Europol that will be launched early in 2013 to 
provide a strategic analysis of the European drug market. 

The Scientific Committee is pleased to note the possibility of having a group of 
external peer reviewers to assess and improve the quality of outputs. However, the 
Committee notes that some of the outputs planned for 2012 were delayed to 2013 
and calls upon the EMCDDA to assess if there is room for improvement in the current 
planning and scheduling of products. 

Finally, the Scientific Committee continues to draw attention to the fact that current 
financial constraints in Europe may present serious threats to the sustainability of 
Reitox national focal points, particularly as many of the new planned activities for 
2013 will require additional input from the national focal points. Therefore, the 
Committee calls upon Member States to support the focal points’ work in recognition 
of the added value of the service they provide, at national and European levels. The 
Committee acknowledges the importance of the role played by the national focal 
points, as a unique feature of the European drug information system, fully supports 
the setting up of a joint working group with Reitox national focal points, and 
particularly supports the development of a model for focal point accreditation. 

3. Conclusions 

The Scientific Committee commends the EMCDDA on their 2013 work programme 
and expresses its full support and endorsement. However, the Scientific Committee 
does have serious concerns that the demands placed on the Agency now mean that 
many of the tasks in the 2013 work programme require significant extra work/activity 
from the EMCDDA and the focal points and it is not clear that there are adequate 
resources available to undertake this work. This may mean that the quality of work 
could be compromised. Without sufficient resources, choices will need to be made to 
ensure that the scientific quality of the outputs of the Centre remain excellent. 
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