
 

 

Formal opinion of the Scientific Committee on the EMCDDA 2015 work programme 

 

1. General overview 

The 2015 EMCDDA work programme is the last within the 2013–2015 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. The 
Scientific Committee finds this work programme in line with the 2006 recast EMCDDA Regulation and 
appropriate to the challenge of continuing to improve the EMCDDA’s performance as the central reference 
point for drugs information within the EU. 

The Scientific Committee is aware of the financial constraints currently affecting the work of the EMCDDA and 
of its national focal points and fully supports the continued efforts to rationalise the work and attribute different 
levels of priority to all proposed activities. The Committee also notes the progress that has been made in 
rationalising working processes in order to improve cost-effectiveness and efficiency within the scientific 
divisions. 

The Scientific Committee is pleased to note the proposed interventions towards further ensuring the visibility of 
EMCDDA across multiple communication platforms and the support given to networking with the scientific 
community in Europe and across the world. The Committee is fully supportive of these efforts and believes that, 
namely, the already announced collaboration in a major European scientific conference to take place in 2015 
will significantly contribute to creating synergies among experts, scientists, practitioners and decision-makers 
and to enhancing the awareness and the positioning of the EMCDDA’s work results and of its scientific 
expertise. 

The Committee also notes that there is considerable funding by the Commission and other funding bodies that 
can enhance the work of the EMCDDA. Here, synergies should be actively pursued to use resources 
effectively, add value and maximise the benefits of the investments made and the work accomplished to date. 
This is important within the overall context of the EMCDDA’s role as the designated hub for drug-related 
information within the EU, the obligations of the institutions to provide relevant information to the agency and 
the need to ensure effective use of limited resources.  

2. Specific comments 

The areas of ‘data collection, analysis and quality assurance’ and ‘monitoring and understanding drug use and 
problems’ underpin the work of the EMCDDA. The Scientific Committee acknowledges the progress that has 
been made to improve the epidemiological data collection capacity and quality, including data on new 
psychoactive substances, and the need to have solid information on this domain in order to make an accurate 
diagnosis of the drug problems that will subsequently allow the development of appropriate policies and 
interventions. 

The Scientific Committee also acknowledges improvements in the dissemination of information, namely on the 
public website and through the revision of the Statistical bulletin, and supports its continued prioritisation in 



 

 
 

2015. In particular the Committee welcomes the new format for the European Drug Report, which includes new 
interactive elements. The Committee welcomes the increased emphasis on interpreting the key indicators’ (KI) 
data, and the support for KI’s expert networks and of their analytical capacity delivered through the continuous 
improvement of network management. The Committee encourages the EMCDDA to further reinforce the 
collaboration with ESPAD in 2015, and welcomes that the EMCDDA will substantially increase its role in the 
coordination of the project. The Committee supports the exploration of new areas such as trendspotting, 
wastewater analysis, the understanding of market size and non-fatal health consequences of drug use, but 
notes that, given the finite resources, pursuing new areas will necessarily require less investment in others and 
the search for innovative approaches (e.g. with agreements with other institutions). 

In the area of demand reduction, the Scientific Committee acknowledges the work of the EMCDDA in 
monitoring and further promoting environmental strategies, which address all substance use by tackling 
settings and associated environmental risk factors. Considering the recent research findings on hepatitis C 
treatment for injecting drug users, the Committee considers that the EMCDDA has a central role to play in order 
to support Member States in evidence-based treatment offers. Long-term effects will help save costs despite 
the considerable financial means needed for this new type of treatment. The Committee notes with satisfaction 
the continued focus on HIV and further encourages the EMCDDA to continue to strengthen the collaborative 
work with other EU agencies working in this field, especially ECDC, but also with international bodies (e.g. 
UNAIDS, UNODC, WHO). 

The Committee notes with satisfaction that the recent reorganisation of the EMCDDA scientific units allowed 
more resources to be allocated to the area of best practice and invites the EMCDDA to further develop and 
disseminate best practice in order to make this information service even more useful for providers and planners 
of all type of interventions. In the future, expanding this work to the area of drug supply would be of value. 

Effective practice, however, needs to be supported by evidence-based policies. The Committee notes the need 
to ensure that demand and supply related policy issues are adequately addressed within the work programme, 
especially given the absence of a dedicated policy unit within the scientific team. 

The Scientific Committee acknowledges the efforts of the EMCDDA, as part of its treatment strategy, to extend 
the monitoring scope beyond the specialised system and beyond services covered by the treatment demand 
indicator in order to capture the overall treatment population and to further investigate aspects of costs, usage 
of services, quality of services, coverage, treatment pathways, treatment outcomes, etc. These aspects can 
only be understood and reliably investigated when addressing them as consequences of the activities of an 
overall treatment system used by drug users, rather than focusing exclusively at single components. Therefore, 
the Scientific Committee supports the EMCDDA in its efforts to promote monitoring activities and studies that 
include service providers beyond the specialist treatment settings. 

In the area of drug supply, the Committee notes that despite significant resource challenges, steady progress is 
being made in the development of the various supply indicators and that these will remain in sharp focus in 
2015. Further conceptualisation of the drug-related crime indicators, including drug-law offences, would appear 
to be required. The Scientific Committee supports the continued monitoring and analysis of legal frameworks 
and their implementation. The work of the EU Reference Group on drug supply will be critical to progress these 



 

 
 

indicators, and the EMCDDA must strive to create a momentum with the group that will serve to drive the 
process forward.  

The EMCDDA must take the opportunity of the second EU European Drug Markets Report to improve the 
strategic understanding of drug markets in Europe from a supply perspective, paying particular attention to the 
issue of drug supply via the Internet. The Committee wishes to provide some input and ideas for the next EU 
Drug Markets Report. The inclusion of market size estimates in the report has the potential to have a high 
impact, and the methodology used must be able to withstand the closest scrutiny. 

The Scientific Committee appreciates the EMCDDA’s efforts to support EU-level supply-reduction activities 
evidenced in the EMPACT Operational Action Plans on cocaine, heroin and synthetic drugs within the Council’s 
Standing Committee on Operational Cooperation on Internal Security (COSI) of the EU, including the training 
activities undertaken with CEPOL. The Committee considers it crucial that the EMCDDA continues to engage 
with the key stakeholders involved in this developing area such as Europol and Eurojust, the wider law 
enforcement community and other relevant bodies. 

The Scientific Committee is convinced that the EMCDDA can contribute to the policy debate on internal security 
through the further development of supply-side indicators and knowledge, integrated with its unique expertise of 
the demand side of the drug phenomenon. In line with the EU’s balanced approach to drugs, the Committee 
would like to stress the importance of adopting a holistic approach in this field.  

The Scientific Committee acknowledges the growth and significance of the new drugs phenomenon that 
Europe is facing, with over 400 psychoactive substances being currently monitored. The Committee notes the 
growing stress for the area on new drugs, which includes a six-fold increase in the number of risk assessments 
undertaken in 2014 compared to 2013, while no additional resources have been provided for this.  

The Early Warning System needs to be strengthened and further developed, particularly its toxicovigilance 
component in order to monitor the harms being caused by new psychoactive substances. The development of 
the EMCDDA database on new drugs (EDND), which is essential for the effective functioning of the Early 
Warning System and risk assessment process, is a critical task that will also bring added value to the Member 
States, the EU institutions and to the scientific community. The Committee supports the planned activities to 
maintain, promote and strengthen cooperation between the Early Warning System and existing laboratory 
networks as well as with the European Medicines Agency in respect to pharmacovigilance. The Committee 
encourages the development of a long-term strategy to rationalise the reporting burden placed on national early 
warning systems. Finally, given the growing significance of new psychoactive substances in drug monitoring, 
these substances should be integrated within the overall reporting and analysis framework of the EMCDDA.  

3. Conclusions 

The Scientific Committee welcomes the EMCDDA 2015 work programme, finds that it safeguards the main 
commitments of the 2013–15 strategy and expresses its full support and endorsement. However, the 
Committee wishes to emphasise that the risk continues to exist that the programme may not be fully achieved, 
given the increasing amount of work with no matching additional resources. 


