
      Yes we can, yes we can, yes we can”.  
The murmur became a scream and 
filled the silence of the New Mexi-
can desert, putting an end to the 
5th International Drug Policy Re-
form Conference (reForm), the 
biennial event that gathers the most 
active organizations and people 
who work to stop the current war 
against drugs and alleviate the di-
sastrous consequences.
Organized by the Drug Policy 
Alliance (DPA) the event was at-
tended by activists for civil and 
human rights, health and social 
sciences experts, science investiga-
tors, politicians, district attorneys, 
judges, retired policemen, drug 
users, addicts under treatment, 
students, young leaders, medical 
patients, activists and individual 
rights defendants. A heterogeneous 
group of over a thousand people 
from different parts of the world, 
of different races, creeds, sexes and 
personal realities, who demonstra-
ted the vitality of a great global 
movement in expansion that fights 
for more efficient, fair and human 
drug policies.

Although the Damage Re-
duction Principles and Practices 
workshop took place on November 
11th the conferences were formally 
opened the next day by DPA Ma-
naging Director Ethan Nadelmann, 

casting excitement by saying that for 
the first time in 15 years of activism 
he felt that “the wind is blowing on 
our backs”. His spirited opening is 
the best presentation to understand 
what these conferences are about: 
“Gathered here are those who love 
drugs, those who hate drugs and 
those for whom drugs are not a con-
cern. But the people who are here 
believe that a war against drugs is 
not the way to fight against them in 
our society. Justice and freedom are 
the common factors shared by tho-
se who defend the use of medical 

marihuana, those who take care of 
the prisoners’ rights and those who 
apply damage reduction programs.” 
Nadelmann equated this historical 
moment to other movement batt-
les for individual freedom and social 
justice, constant issues in human 
history: from the movement for 
gay and race minority rights to the 
struggle for women’s civil rights and 
the abolition of slavery. “No matter 
what position we are when we fight 
- he continued in his speech - we 
must understand that we are part of 
one thing, a global movement that 

requires a new drug policy.”
The ideas expressed during the 

three days evidenced the problema-
tic diversity generated by the war 
against drugs in different countries 
in the world, and only by cloning 
yourself were you able to assist the 
different simultaneous sessions. The-
re were different subjects covering 
from several approaches referring 
to damage reduction, the stigmata 
related to them and complexities, 
to race and gender discrimination 
in applying current laws, the rela-
tionship between the HIV/AIDS 

substance consumer pursuit and 
that between treating addiction and 
torture, among many other issues.

There was a considerable amount 
of Latin American representatives, 
both speakers and attendants, ac-
counting for several issues of the 
conferences. This evidences that 
although it is one of the most stric-
ken areas by the War on Drugs it 
also has an active debate on the is-
sue. The current Plan Columbia 
consequences and crop spraying to 
wipe out coca fields, the socioecono-
mic impact of these crops in Bolivia 

the concern that the small amount 
established for personal consump-
tion may derive in more consumers 
being prosecuted for exceeding it. 
Jorge Castañeda, former Mexican 
Secretary of State, highlighted the 
need to solve the US politic incon-
gruities to move forward in the drug 
policy reform process in the rest of 
the continent. “One instance of this 
incongruity is the case of the medi-
cal marihuana clinics in Los Angeles 
– he stated. Nearly 100 miles from 
the Mexican city Tijuana hundreds 
of people die for attempting to stop 
marihuana from entering the Uni-
ted States, which is suddenly legal 
once the border is crossed.”

One of the sessions that gai-
ned more international presence 
was “After Vienna: Perspectives for 
the reform internationally and in 
United Nations.” One of the sub-
jects was the next steps to achieve 
the necessary reforms in internatio-
nal conventions after the progress 
made during the last Special Ses-
sion on Drugs of the United 
Nations General Assembly. Special 
highlight was given to the fact that 
local civil organizations established 
a dynamic exchange with their go-
vernments so that they were able 
to influence in the United Nations 
Conventions. “Despite the fact 
that we must continue according 
to established rules we must find 
negotiation instances in which new 
ideas may be expressed”, conclu-
ded Kasia Malinowska-Sempruch, 
director of the Open Society Insti-
tute Global Drug Policy Program. 
This was the only debate of the 
conference in which an Argenti-
nian speaker was present. Pablo 

which states the increasing scientific 
communities’ interest in psychoacti-
ves. One of the stars was psilocybin, 
its ancestral usage by natives and its 
potential use in traditional medicine. 
On the other hand, the Multidisci-
plinary Association for Psychedelic 
Studies (MAPS) discussed about 
the investigations destined to veri-
fy and prove the use of MDMA in 
psychotherapies. Papers with appro-
ved protocols by the US Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA) expect 
to complete all required stages in or-
der for MDMA to be controlled as 
one more pharmaceutical product.

In this crucial moment of the 
struggle to end marihuana pro-
hibition there was a prevailing 
feeling that we were at a point in 
which change is inevitable. Many 
production and distribution mo-
dels and the latest investigations 
on their medical uses were expo-
sed and special attention was paid 
to the profit taxation controls on 
marihuana sales would bring to 

the states as opposed to the expen-
ses in searching consumers. “Soon 
marihuana will be legally dispen-
sed in from 14 to 24 states in the 
US, half the states in the who-
le country,” stated Rob Kampia, 
executive director of the Mari-
juana Policy Project (MPP), one 
of the greatest organizations dea-
ling with marijuana-related policy 
reforms. According to several pa-
nel members, this would generate 
a tendency that would force to re-
view US general policies, which 
would in turn cause a paradigma-
tic change in the area.

These three conference days inevi-
tably made certain that joint efforts 
are ever more likely to end the war 
against drugs. The attendants went 
back to their hometowns even more 
convinced to further what has been 
considered until not so long ago a 
long-term goal but which is now 
almost a reality: a more condescen-
ding, fair and effective way to deal 
with drugs.

and the increasing stigma created by 
spreading the slogan “Coca is not co-
caine” among the Columbian white 
powder consumers and the current 
progress to reduce drug criminaliza-
tion in Brazil, Argentina and Mexico 
are items on these countries’ agen-
da. There was an in-depth analysis 
of the new Mexican law on short 
drug trafficking, by which there is 

Cymerman, President of the In-
tercambios Civil Association, who 
organized the first Latin American 
Drug Policy Conference, analyzed 
in detail the current national situa-
tion and future perspectives.

Scientific issues were not 
excluded. Recent progress in Neu-
rosciences and Ethnobotanics has 
been discussed in different sessions, 
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global activists, 
unite!

The American city Alberquerque greeted the 5th International 
Drug Policy Reform Conference. Within a friendly atmosphere 
new and categorical projects were presented to change the 
current approach. THC was the special guest, so we flew over

In this crucial moment of the struggle to end mari-

huana prohibition there was a prevailing feeling that 

we were at a point in which change is inevitable.

A CANDLE. The attendants took a moment to light a candle of hope for a change in drug policies.

CROWD. The Conference was attended by over a thousand people from all over the world.

IDEAS. More than 50 sessions were held during the three days the event took.
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