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Executive Summary
This edition of ASEAN Briefs explores the regional
collaborative effort to achieve a ‘Drug-Free ASEAN’,
which was supposed to be realized by 2015. In
their efforts to fulfill this endeavor, ASEAN and its
member states had adopted a number of serious
steps that were mostly dominated by repressive and
punitive approaches. However, existing evidences
point out that such approaches have not yielded
its intended result. ASEAN needs to explore a new
strategy and consider other approaches that are
evidence-based, humane and effective, given that
the previous one has proven to be ineffective.

Introduction:
The notion of a Drug-Free ASEAN can be traced
as far back as 1976 when the Foreign Ministers
of then-five ASEAN members states agreed on
the ‘ASEAN Declaration of Principles to Combat
the Abuse of Narcotics Drugs’ in Manila. The
original focus mentioned in the Declaration
was, “Concerned with the health and welfare of
mankind.”1 22 years later in 1998, during the 31st
ASEAN Ministerial Meeting, the ASEAN Foreign
Ministers signed the Joint Declaration that affirmed
the commitment of its member states to “eradicate
illicit drug production, processing, trafficking and
abuse by the year 2020 in ASEAN.”2
That commitment was re-articulated through the
Joint Communique of the 33rd ASEAN Ministerial
Meeting. Due to the “the threat from drug abuse
and drug trafficking on the security and stability
of the ASEAN region, particularly its relations with
transnational crime”, the Joint Communique urged
all member states to enhance collective efforts to
solve this ‘menace’ which could affect the security
and the stability of the region. Considering this
situation, the Foreign Ministers further agreed to
to advance the target of a Drug-Free ASEAN from
2020 to 2015.
Many argue that this step was a crucial decision
taken in light of an increasing trend in drug-related
cases, and which further required ASEAN countries
to step up their collaborative efforts to realize a
Drug-Free region. However, despite the efforts to
tackle the problem both at the regional level and
also among individual member states, the use of
drugs in Southeast Asian continues. Some would
argue that the domestic policies adopted by
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individual ASEAN member states are ineffective to
eradicate drugs-related crimes. In particular, the
existing harsh and punitive approach is arguably
a contributing factor in the failure to realize the
objective of a Drugs-Free ASEAN.

National and Regional Efforts Towards
A Drug-Free ASEAN
National Level
At the national level, each ASEAN member state has
established their own drug control agencies which
are usually situated under their equivalent ministry
of justice or ministry for public security. Their
responsibilities are varied in terms of implementing
respective national policies with regards to
controlling drugs. They mainly serve a coordinating
role to ensure that national efforts with regards
to treatment and education for drug offenders
(current and potential ones) are in line with national
strategy. In addition to that, these agencies also
coordinate with related law enforcement bodies to
conduct law enforcement activities. Some national
drug control agencies are well equipped and have
broader mandates, while others are more limited
and need to work with other agencies. 3
In general, there is a common approach found in
the member states of ASEAN when it comes to
how they deal with drug-related issues: they are
dominated by punitive and repressive drug laws.4
Many states in Southeast Asia impose the death
penalty for drug trafficking and have not been

afraid to use this legal instrument. As such, it can
be seen that the governments of ASEAN member
states all share a ‘tough on drugs’ rhetoric, in which
drug is cast as a serious social evil that requires
harsh punishments with little distinction between
suppliers, dealers and users.5
As one of the more active country in ASEAN’s war on
drugs, Indonesia shares this belief by considering
drug abuse and related crimes as one the most
serious crime against humanity. Using this belief,
Indonesia argues that extraordinary measures are
needed including serving the maximum punishment
of death.
Under the administration of President Joko
Widodo’s (commonly known as Jokowi), Indonesia
has ended its unofficial moratorium on the death
penalty, which had been in place for four years
under the previous administration. Instead Jokowi
has made it a signature of his presidency.6 In his
first two years in office, Jokowi has executed 18
convicted drug traffickers arguing such a policy
was needed to create an effective deterrent to
drug dealers.7 For example, Jokowi has argued
that the death penalty is as an important ‘shock
therapy’ and that those dealers and traffickers had
“destroyed the future of the nation.”8
Another ASEAN country, the Philippines has also
taken a serious approach to tackling drugs. The
recently-sworn President Rodrigo “Digong” Duterte
campaigned on a tough anti-drug pledge as one
his major policy concerns. Critics have accused
Duterte of encouraging and even ordering citizens
to take the law into their own hands and shoot dead
drug dealers themselves. Duterte has also been
accused of encouraging the police force to carry
out extrajudicial killings. Within the first 6 months
of his administration, Duterte’s war on drugs has
left almost 6,000 alleged drug criminals shot dead
on the streets, two-third of which were murdered
by unknown assailants.
Echoing the same sentiment with President
Jokowi, Duterte has justified his tough stance by
affirming that only a harsh and punitive approach
to drug use will bring a deterrent effect and reduce
crime rates. President Duterte further claimed
that there was no crime in threatening to kill drug
addicts or traffickers in order to ‘preserve the

interest of the next generation’.9 The Philippine
Presidential Office has explained that that while
they do not condone extra-judicial killings, they
said the country should “seize the momentum” in
its campaign against illegal drugs.10

Regional Level
Following the 33rd ASEAN Ministerial Meeting in
2000, the same year saw the region come together
again for the International Congress entitled, “In
Pursuit of a Drug-Free ASEAN and China 2015”.
The Congress contributed to the impetus for a
regional framework named the ASEAN and China
Cooperative Operations in Response to Dangerous
Drugs (ACCORD). This framework aims to provide
a set of specific actions beyond national efforts in
order to accommodate a collaborative action at the
regional level. As part of this endeavor, 36 countries
and 16 international organizations have endorsed
a Plan of Action.11
In addition to ACCORD, other regional frameworks
have also come in to force. One of the most wellknown is the ASEAN Senior Officials on Drug
Matters (ASOD). ASOD holds meetings on an annual
basis to discuss policy, to pass new initiatives and
review the progress of ASEAN’s effort in combating
drug-related issues.
In the middle of this year, ASEAN member states
also introduced a new initiative. The ASEAN Seaport
Interdiction Task Force (ASITF) was established to
monitor the smuggling of drugs across the borders
of the 10 ASEAN member states. This initiative is
considered important because 80% of smuggled
drugs come from the sea and enter through
seaport.12

A Drug-Free ASEAN?
While the 33rd ASEAN Ministerial Meeting
demonstrates ASEAN’s political commitment to
address the scale of the drug problem, ASEAN
has not gone on to detail what a Drug-Free ASEAN
looks like. Furthermore, questions are looming on
how the aforementioned tough approach both at
the regional and national level will contribute to a
decrease in drug-related crimes; indeed existing
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Figure 1. Seizures of Methamphtemine (in Kilograms)
Source: UNODC Drug Seizures Report

Based on the data above, the seizure of
Methamphetamine in Indonesia from 2010 to 2014
has almost doubled from 649 kilograms to 1125
kilograms. Meanwhile, the Philippines shows an
even greater increase from 63 kilograams in 2010
to 718 kilograms in 2014.
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Drug Cases

A recent report by the UNODC shows overall
estimates that indicate increasing production of
opium, amphetamine-type stimulants (ATS) and
new psychoactive substances (NPS).13 In the past
seven years, seizures of ATS in the Asia-Pacific
region has almost quadrupled, from 11 tons in
2008, to 40 tons in 2013.14 Opium production in
the Golden Triangle - an area formed roughly
by the upland frontier areas of Thailand, Laos,
Myanmar and China - has also doubled after a
decade of stark reduction and climbed back to
its highest output levels since 2003.15 Together
with Afghanistan, the region serves as the major
source of global opium supply. The lack of robust
and effective border management and regional
maritime security enforcement capabilities also
helps to make the region a crucial transit area for
the distribution of drugs across the region and
beyond. The region is also vital in the global drug
supply-demand chain in terms of market. The
figure below provides more detailed information on
the increase of Methamphetamine seizures in the
two most vocal ASEAN countries on drug-related
issues.

Similar trends also applies for drug cases and drug
offenders in other ASEAN countries. In Thailand for
instance, between 2009 and 2014, the number of
drugs cases more than doubled from about 151,000
to about 347,000 (see figure 2). The number of
registered drug offenders also rose at a similar rate
from nearly 168,000 in 2010 to almost 366,000 in
2014 (see figure 2). Drug offenders account for
nearly 77% of all prison inmates in Thailand.
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Figure 2. Drug Cases & Drug Offenders in Thailand
Source: Nation Multimedia

Indonesia also experiences a similar situation in
terms of increasing numbers of drug cases and
offenders. On June 2015, there were 4.2 million
drug users in Indonesia. This number increased
significantly to 5.9 million drug users in only five
months. According to the Indonesian Coordinating
Ministry of Political, Legal and Security Affairs,
there was also an increase of 13% of drugs cases
from 2014 to 2015.

Number of Cases

2013
2014
2015

165
398
394

Figure 3. Drug Cases in Indonesia (2013-2015)
Source: National Narcotics Board

Against the aforementioned data, it is time to
reconsider whether ASEAN’s commitment to
address drugs back in 1998 and 2000 have
translated into positive intended result.

Problems with ASEAN’s approach
towards a Drug-Free ASEAN
There are indeed problems with the current ASEAN
approach towards creating a Drug-Free region.
While original focus of a Drug-Free ASEAN is the
‘health and welfare of humankind’, in practice, there
has been an overwhelming focus on punishment,
law enforcement and criminal justice. This has had
several implications for the public and on human
rights. For example, it promotes stigma and
discrimination for users who are arguably victims
that need treatment rather than criminals that
require punishment, undermines evidence-based
public health responses and undermines human
rights.16

Repressive and Punitive Approach
The high rate of extra-judicial killing is no doubt a
major violation of human rights. Alarmed voices
have resonated from regional and international
human rights groups as the death toll continues to
increase.
In the Philippines, President Rodrigo Duterte’s
‘kill-all-the-drug-lords’ campaign has left some
thousands of alleged drug criminals shot dead
on the streets, two-third of which were murdered
by unknown assailants and without any legal
processes followed. In Indonesia, President Jokowi

says the country is facing a “drug emergency” and
refuses to halt widely-criticized death penalties
for drug-related crimes. Indeed, Indonesia and
the Philippines are among only 33 countries in the
world that uses the death penalty for drug offenses.
There is also an issue of prison inadequacy to
hold prisoners—most of whom are charged with
drug-related offenses. In Indonesia for instance,
there are 197.158 detainees and prisoners— of
which 47% are related with drugs offenses—while
the actual capacity of the prison is only 118.692
people. This trend of overcrowded prisons is also
seen in Thailand, Malaysia and The Philippines.

Other
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Figure 4. Number of Offenses in Indonesia’s
Overcrowded Prisons
Source: Community Legal Aid Institute (LBH Masyarakat)

Other data shows that out of 61,008 drug offenders,
61% of them are drug dealers while 38% of them
are categorized as drug users. Experts argue
that this is a very questionable and problematic
approach, since some users are not charged
under the drug use article, and instead, they are
only being punished under the lesser crime of
possession article.

Drug
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Drug
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Figure 5. Number of Offenses in Indonesia’s
Overcrowded Prisons
Source: Community Legal Aid Institute (LBH Masyarakat)
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Stigma and Discrimination
As previously mentioned, many ASEAN countries
employ a ‘tough on drugs’ notion, which translates
into stigmatization for drug users. For example,
while non-drug users are perceived as clean, this
in turn leaves drug users being labeled as the
opposite. UNODC also reported that this system
creates exclusion and marginalization of drug
addicts at a time when they require treatment,
rehabilitation and reintegration into society.17
Instead of pushing for repressive and punitive
approach, these people deserve the highest
standard of attainable physical and mental health,
covering access to treatment and service and not
being detained or incarcerated. In reality such drug
addicts face discrimination, marginalization and
criminalisation that ignores their human rights.18
Criminalizing drug users through punitive
enforcement brings several consequences. For
example it severely harms their employment
prospects making it harder for them to reintegrate
into society. Furthermore, their standards of social
welfare can be significantly reduced because drug
offenders are not entitled to such opportunity.19
This burden is carried heavily especially by those
marginalized and vulnerable population. Several
groups that have been identified as bearing the
most cost in the region’s tough ‘war on drugs’
regime are: ethnic minorities, women, children and
young people, indigenous people and people living
in poverty.20

Conclusion and Policy
Recommendation
Indeed, it becomes clear that ASEAN’s current
approach to drug use is not working very well.
There is a need for ASEAN member states to review
and acknowledge its shortcomings and to finally
come up with a new evidence-based strategy to
solve the drug-related issues in Southeast Asia.
As such, this edition of ASEAN Briefs would like to
offer some recommendations so that ASEAN can
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go beyond the use of deterrence and punishment
which has failed to bring positive results and only
threatens human rights and dignity.
First, putting forward a humane approach in this
issue. There have been many cases explained
previously in which the punitive and repressive
treatment did not contribute to ASEAN’s grand goal
of achieving a Drug-Free region. The production,
demand, and trafficking of illicit drugs and
substances is a serious threat to people’s health and
welfare. Therefore, an alternative approach—a
humane one—based on actual evidence needs to
be explored, so that drug policies can address the
core aspects of social welfare and public health.
Instead of being labeled criminals, drug users
need to be treated as humans who require special
treatment.
Second, creating a free-stigma society over drugs,
as this can lead to further marginalization. Labeling
drug users with negative rhetoric would cost
many disadvantages to these vulnerable group of
people. Instead, by referring to the original goal
of the ‘health and welfare of mankind’, creating
programmes that promotes social integration is a
crucial step to take the initiative further.
Third, strengthening the legal instrument and fair
judicial process in each of the ASEAN member
states. The right to prosecute drug-related actors
cannot be merely given to citizens in general without
any fair and open judicial process. Furthermore,
a clear line should also be drawn in order to
distinguish which groups receive health treatment
and which ones require different approach. It is not
a one-size-fits-all prescription. It is understandable
when some countries are eager to be seen as a
champion in the War on Drugs. However, this
should not jeopardize other important principles
that the international world upholds.
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