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On behalf of the European Commission I would like to warmly congratulate the EMCDDA for organizing this timely conference which brings together policy-makers, scientists, data specialists and researchers in the drugs field. 
It is timely because the global economic crisis we are facing will depress public expenditure in many areas, which means that we have to get policies right the first time round. This implies that you have to have done your homework before you spend, and that you have the data you need before you start.

You don't need me to tell you that drug use, drug-related crime, and the social and health problems that go with it continue to pose a serious threat to our societies. Opinion polls more than confirm the concern felt by European  citizens who see this as one of the most important areas where the EU member states should work closely together. 
More than 15 years ago,  the countries of the European Union decided to tackle the drugs problem together since drug use and drug trafficking are a global issue which knows no frontiers and cannot therefore be solved at the national level alone. 

The response was a European approach which has emerged over the last decade: in practice, this means that, despite differences between individual EU Member States, there is a consensus that drug policies have to be based on facts rather than on ideology, on what works rather than on political agendas, on a balanced approach between supply reduction and demand reduction.
The EU understands that monitoring and evaluation are essential for coordinating and focusing public policy. The EU Drug Strategy 2005-2012 - and the EU Drug Action Plan 2005-2008 - emphasised the importance of monitoring and evaluation and set out specific indicators for measuring progress. 
 I would like to take this opportunity to pay tribute to the considerable expertise of the EMCDDA staff and of the National Focal Points of the Member States who provide an invaluable and high quality source of information for policy makers on drugs and the drugs situation in the European Union.  Since its creation 15 years ago, the EMCDDA has gone from strength to strength, consistently striving to improve the quality of drug data and to ensure that the EU increasingly can make use of factual, and objective information on which to base its drugs policies . 
More recently, information provided by the EMCDDA, together with valuable input from the EU member states, Europol and European NGO networks, was crucial to an extensive Commission report on the implementation of the EU Action Plan since 2005.  
What were the conclusions of this report? Let me give you the good news first:
On most objectives of the EU Drugs Action Plan progress was made. 
Member States’ drug policies are converging and there is a clear trend to underpin national policies with structured action plans. The evaluation suggests that the EU's  Action Plan has facilitated and strengthened a number of  activities to tackle drugs in the EU. 
For example, the EU countries have increasingly focused on measures to address the harm caused by drugs to individuals and society. Overall Member States have implemented a broad range of responses to the drug problem, including prevention, treatment, and also measures to reduce drug crimes, drugs trafficking and money laundering.

EU drug policy provides a model for countries worldwide and the integrated, balanced approach is now set out in numerous agreements between the Community and its partners in Latin America, the Caribbean, Africa and closer to home, the Western Balkans and the candidate countries. In many countries,  there is a growing use of harm reduction techniques, even if the political debate will need some time to catch up with this. 
So now let us look at the bad news: 

Policy coordination problems persist in many areas, which is probably inevitable, given that we are a growing family of now 27 members.
If you want to base your policies on evidence you must have the courage of your convictions and face up to the shortcomings of your policies too: our report did not, for instance, permit us to conclude that the prevalence of drug use in the EU has been significantly reduced. What we do know is that drug use is more or less stable from the EMCDDA's reporting.
The Commission's evaluation also revealed  difficulties regarding indicators and data sources. We still cannot clearly assess the impact of our drug policies on the drug situation. 
While the quality of information on the  situation in the EU regarding drug use, prevention and treatment has consistently improved, knowledge gaps remain: there is for instance a persistent lack of reliable data on drug supply and on the impact of law enforcement on drug markets.
The new EU Action Plan on Drugs 2009 -2012 agreed by member states last December took on board the lessons learned from this assessment while building on the existing framework. 
The Action Plan continues our policy towards greater European cooperation to curb the adverse consequences of drug use on individuals and society and to reduce the crime related to it.  Law enforcement cooperation and coordination are given more emphasis than in the past, not just within the EU but also along the trafficking routes leading to Europe. Our efforts in West Africa are a case in point. 

The Action Plan is drafted with the citizen in mind: the right to security, to health protection and to fundamental rights are inseparable. In fact, I believe that is one of the definitions of what it means to be a European. But with rights go responsibilities.  EU drug policy also aims to make consumers of illicit drugs  aware that by taking drugs they share responsibility for the crime and poverty that go with production and trafficking in other, usually poorer parts of the world. 
Despite progress over the last 15 years, the availability of high quality information on drugs at the European and international level still needs to be improved. 

This is why the new EU Action Plan on Drugs 2009-2011 places greater emphasis on improving our understanding of the drugs situation, on strengthening drug-related research and on improving indicators both in the field of drug supply and drug demand reduction. 
   On behalf of the European Commission, I would like to warmly welcome this conference which brings together many experts to provide new insights as to how to meet the challenging objectives of the EU Action Plan on Drugs over the next few years and beyond.  

I would like to wish you all a very successful conference and very much look forward to the conclusions. 
