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that quoted the (real) UNODC executive director Yury Fedotov as say-
ing: “The science increasingly supports decriminalization and harm 
reduction over proscriptive, fear-based approaches.”

For those who advocate drug-law reform — a group that includes 
a sizeable number of scientists — the truth was a lot less encouraging. 
The comments that Fedotov made at last week’s UN General Assembly 
Special Session on Drugs (UNGASS) were certainly less quotable. In 
a tweet he noted: “#UNGASS outcome doc reaffirms joint responses 
to world drug problem based on agreed frameworks, #sharedrespon-
sibility, intl cooperation”.

Despite hopes ahead of the meeting that nations would step back 
from the ‘war on drugs’ rhetoric that has defined international policy 
— and science — for decades, instead the UN blandly reformatted 
the existing status quo. Essentially, the message is still: ‘drugs are bad’.

This will disappoint the many readers of Nature who want to see 
a more evidence-based approach. And that disappointment is espe-
cially acute because hopes had been raised by a growing number of 
drug-policy experiments, such as legalization and decriminalization 
of cannabis in Uruguay and many US states.

If the overall message coming down from the highest levels remains 
the same, then so does the stance taken by those who fund research. 
Witness the struggles in the United States over cannabis studies: whereas 
some states permit citizens to openly smoke marijuana, researchers 
must wade through federal red tape to study it.

The harms that come from the current strategy of prevention 
through prohibition have been clearly demonstrated. Ahead of the 
meeting, researchers writing in The Lancet warned that the last 
UNGASS in 1998 made no distinction between drug use and drug 
misuse, leading to a focus on enforcement and a lack of focus on harm 
reduction (J. Csete et al. Lancet 387, 1427–1480; 2016).

This is not to say that drugs do not have risks or do not bring 

damage. They can, and do, destroy lives and damage societies.  
Legalization brings its own problems — as places that have rushed to 
embrace commercial marijuana are finding out. The question is: what 
can be done to reduce harm and damage without creating more prob-
lems? And how can researchers find those answers? In other words, 
what would a reformed — and scientifically grounded — drug policy  
look like?

In January, the International Centre for Science in Drug Policy sent 
an open letter to the UN, signed by high-profile scientists from across 
the world, to ask the UNGASS to reconsider the metrics of drug use. 

For too long, it said, countries have focused on 
a small number of metrics to judge the prob-
lem, including price, purity and levels of use in 
the general population. More-subtle indicators, 
such as treatment for drug-use disorders, drug-
related murder and the proportion of prisoners 

jailed for non-violent drug crimes, might be better metrics to measure, 
they suggested.

It will not surprise many people that there is a disconnect between 
drug policy and drug research. But discussions of drug policy, such 
as at UNGASS 2016, also seem to be increasingly out of step with 
the situation on the streets. The true picture of illegal drug use is, for 
obvious reasons, frequently opaque. But illegal drug use is clearly not 
in retreat. The billions spent, and the lives lost, in fighting the war on 
drugs have not brought the promised victories, and they are not likely 
to if the current course is maintained.

At the 1998 UNGASS, delegates pledged to deliver “significant and 
measurable” reductions in demand for drugs by 2008. That meeting 
even used the slogan: “A drug-free world, we can do it”. The deadline 
has slipped, but the intention seems to remain the same. Who are 
they kidding? ■

“Essentially, 
the message 
is still: ‘drugs 
are bad’.”

Biden time
The US vice-president’s cancer project is 
winning hearts and minds.

For many of the 18,000 people who were in New Orleans last 
week for the annual meeting of the American Association for 
Cancer Research, the highlight came when US vice-president 

Joseph Biden took the stage. Biden heads the US National Can-
cer Moonshot Initiative, which aims to double the pace of cancer 
research. He has consulted with hundreds of cancer researchers dur-
ing his ‘listening tour’ to lay groundwork for the programme.

Biden seems to have been paying attention. He ran through a list of 
familiar obstacles posed by what he called “cancer politics” — the dif-
ficulties in conducting interdisciplinary research and sharing data, 
and the lack of incentives to reproduce published results, among 
others (see page 424). But it was when he made a joke about how 
long it takes to get a federal grant — “It’s like asking Derek Jeter to 
take several years off to sell bonds to build Yankee Stadium,” he said, 
referring to a famous baseball player — that it really hit home. The 
audience laughed and clapped; a few even gasped in surprise. The 
realization struck: the vice-president was clued up.

Biden made it clear that he was not the only one who was listening. 
At a recent nuclear-security summit with heads of state gathered 
round, US President Barack Obama began by noting that many of 
them had asked about Biden’s cancer initiative. Several countries, 
Biden said, then joined with the United States in a memorandum of 
understanding about how they could work together to fight cancer.

Are they right to be so enthusiastic? Certainly the flaws in Biden’s 
plan — not least the name — should not distract from its potential.

His National Cancer Moonshot Initiative could yet receive 
US$1 billion in funding: not enough to ‘cure’ cancer, obviously, but 
perhaps enough to make significant changes in how cancer research 
is done if scientists help to target the money properly. And yes, the 
implications could yet spread beyond US borders — particularly if 
international researchers weigh in with their thoughts about how 
best to accelerate the pace.

The US National Cancer Institute has made it clear that it wants 
to hear recommendations from the community, and has a web-
site dedicated to stimulating participation (see go.nature.com/
cc5crk). This participation need not be restricted to US research-
ers: international scientists and clinicians should submit recom-
mendations, too.

And, if the US project is as well received elsewhere as Biden claims, 
then scientists in those nations should look for ways to band together 
and marry their unique resources. Some countries have meticulous 
databases of health outcomes; others may have unique computing 
power or long-running longitudinal studies. And researchers in all 
countries face similar challenges of data sharing, reproducibility and 
interdisciplinary research.

These topics are also not cancer-specific: researchers in other 
fields have much to offer — and to gain. Biden said that after 
Obama’s State of the Union address, in which he appointed Biden 
head of the moonshot initiative, one of the first people to con-
tact him was the US energy secretary Ernest Moniz. The Depart-
ment of Energy has supercomputing power that could aid cancer 
researchers, the secretary said. Researchers from other fields can 
bring fresh perspectives to and reap the rewards of a coherent 

cancer-research strategy.
In a US Congress that is paralysed by partisan 

bickering, the fight against cancer should find 
common support from lawmakers. Researchers 
can come together and show them the way. ■
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