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Speech by Marcel REIMEN, Chairman of the EMCDDA Management Board, at the International Conference on Drugs and Drug Addiction on the 15th anniversary of the European Monitoring Centre on Drugs and Drug Addiction

Lisbon, 6 May 2009

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Speaking for myself and my colleagues on the Management Board, I would like to welcome you all here to Lisbon to celebrate this fifteenth anniversary of the European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction. It is a great honour to welcome all the political decision-makers, researchers, scientists and experts who have come from around the world to be with us today.

Just as you will be looking to the future over the next three days, I shall be looking to the past, as the two are inextricably linked.

We can all remember the emergence of the AIDS virus during the 1980s and how this infection called our fundamental values into question. Intravenous drug users, who were increasing in number at that time, were the group hardest hit by the epidemic. Back then we knew so very little about them, how to approach them and what services to offer to protect and treat them.

The twelve Member-State European Community of the time had no powers in this domain, and initiatives were purely intergovernmental. Each country tried to develop its own response to the drug problem, whilst they all faced the same difficulties.

A decisive step towards closer cooperation was taken in October 1989 when French President François Mitterrand suggested to heads of state and government that political coordination be developed to address the problem of drugs and a European Monitoring Centre be set up as part of this process.

This proposal led to the creation of the European Committee to Combat Drugs, which brought together the national coordinators on drug issues from all the Member States. The group set up the first European action plan, adopted in 1990 at the Rome European Council.

President Mitterrand’s other proposal, to set up a Monitoring Centre, took a little longer to come to fruition. The EMCDDA was legally constituted on 8 February 1993 and began work in late 1994.

The main task of the Monitoring Centre was not only to collect and analyse data at European level, but also to monitor the development of skills and information systems in Member States by creating the REITOX network. These tasks are still very much the order of the day, while the European Union has grown to 27 Member States that are expected to contribute increasingly reliable and up-to-date information.

That, then, is the origin of the Monitoring Centre.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

The baby born in 1993 is today nearly fully grown. It has taken its first steps and has developed through the normal stages of childhood, firstly by trial and error, feeling its way around its European environment, through its first difficult and sometimes disappointing experiences in the field for which it was created.

Indeed, the idea was not only to build a coherent concept around the mandate and to develop a corresponding scientific methodology, but also to organise the administrative, financial and management areas of this agency whose sensitive political mandate allowed it no margin for error.

Added to this was its position within the European institutions - the Commission, Parliament, the Council and Member States - which sometimes expected and demanded different things of it. Its hands were further tied by the regulatory constraints of its leaders - the duration of the terms of office directors and chairmen, with their own personal approach, vision and temperament that needed to be reconciled to keep the Centre on track.

The change of director in 2005 is a clear example of this.

The first director, Georges Estievenart, was a man of letters and a philosopher, an eloquent speaker with a rather nuclear management style, independent from the authorities and institutions.

His successor, Wolfgang Götz, is a Cartesian economist, an analytical speaker, with a more networked management style, much more integrated with the authorities and institutions.

The same can be said of the Centre's chairmen.

The first of these, who was Portuguese, had a strong social vision; the second showed a Germanic concern for managerial rigour and organisation; the third had a British desire to extend the Centre's reach beyond the European Union. And now I, a figure unknown to the massed drugs experts, have held this post for almost half of these fifteen years of the Monitoring Centre's existence. My main concern was to consolidate the structures, along with Vice-Chairman Ralf Löfstedt, who has been here almost as long as I have, and Claude Gillard, Chairman of the Budget Committee, who has also been with me throughout my terms of office. They have helped me a great deal in my work, for which I thank them both from the bottom of my heart.

The Monitoring Centre has therefore had a complex and variegated management over time, but a successful one, I think. Today it has reached a certain maturity which augurs well for the future, but of course is not immune to problems.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

No-one can be indifferent to the issue of drugs. I am no exception. Drugs raise a number of questions for me:

Drugs are all around us. This has always been so, at all times and in all societies. Does this perhaps reflect a human need in the search for accomplishment in this fleeting life?

Drugs are demanding. Does this perhaps reflect a need for liberation and rebellion, especially for young people who wish to shake off the sometimes unfair constraints of life in society?

Drugs evolve. Does this perhaps express an increasing human nostalgia in contrast to our development that is preordained by social milieu and origins?

Drugs are illegal. Is this perhaps why people feel that the law is unjust owing to the different ways that drugs are perceived and treated according to their social values - illegal versus legal substances, both of which can lead to addiction and cause the same damage?

Drugs can kill. Does this not perhaps reflect the dream of a better world?

So drugs, covering a wide range of substances, are still closely linked to the human condition and to our environment. I therefore wonder what role they will play in the financial, economic and social crisis affecting us all, a dramatic situation that we had not experienced for almost a century.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

I pay tribute to you all as I pay tribute to the Monitoring Centre, its staff, the members of its scientific committee, its directors and the staff of the national focal points for all their work in this complex domain. You have at least managed to change the political view of drugs. It is true that we have yet to achieve political convergence within the great family of the European Union but, thanks to the Monitoring Centre, there is a certain convergence in the acceptance of our reliable and comparative data, something which political decision-makers cannot deny. They can no longer argue that they lack the reliable information they need for their work.

The Monitoring Centre has become a messenger, especially through its annual report to the European Parliament, the chosen site of excellence for the European Union's democratic life, and a place still unfortunately ill known and ignored by our citizens.

However, the European Parliament is not the only place. I particularly appreciate the conflict-free cooperation that we enjoy with the Commission and the complementary roles that we play. I also appreciate the renewed interest shown in the work of the Monitoring Centre by the General Secretariat of the Council.

Finally, where would we be without our host country, Portugal, and without this delightful and lively city of Lisbon? It is true that sometimes we have had to deal with Latin disorder which inevitably resolves into order. And so it is that soon we will be able to move into our brand-new buildings on the banks of the Tagus.

Allow me to round off by thanking my colleagues and friends who serve or who have served on the Management Board for the long path that we have trodden together. You have always supported me in my search for consensus, however difficult it proved in the treatment of certain dossiers. I thank you all for this.

I hand over to you for the work which I hope that will be conclusive before I stand down next December.

Thank you very much.
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