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Defining institutional 
strengthening

n “Institution” vs. “organization”:
n Institution = “Group of formal and non-formal 

norms (and the mechanisms to implement 
them) that define the behavior of individuals 
and organizations within society”.

n Organization = “Entities formed by people 
collectively interacting to reach common 
objectives”.

n We are talking about the strengthening of 
the whole system of response to the 
challenges within our societies. 



Initial scenario
n Dynamic scenario: new trends in production, 

traffic and use of drugs and associated problems 
in Latin America and the Caribbean.

n Appearance of negative effects: new scenarios of 
violence and crime associated with drugs.

n Affects fundamental aspects of governance and 
basic social and economic structures. Pressure on 
public health and security.

n Drug phenomenon appears on public agenda as a 
growing problem. Increasing visibility of the drug 
problem.

n Public awareness and political pressure to start 
finding solutions.



Ideal situation

n We need:

n Capacity to identify weaknesses and new 
challenges sufficiently in advance to develop 
adequate policies, strategies, programs and 
processes.

n Well-structured national and international 
institutions offering fast and effective responses 
to emerging circumstances.

n Mechanisms that allow our organizational 
structures and their human resources to adapt 
to the new challenges.



Real situation

n Public sector ready to confront these 
challenges?:
nWeak public anti-drug systems and 

institutions?
n No tradition on development of public 

drug policies?
n Plans change with governments? No 

national agenda?
n Lack of concrete or effective political 

will?
n Lack of inter-institutional coordination 

(including joint planning/budgeting)?



Real situation

n Public sector ready to confront 
challenges?
n Absence of technical assistance and 

international support?
n Limited public budgets to fund drug 

policies?
n Corruption associated with low salaries 

of public servants contrasting with 
economic power of drug trafficking 
groups?

n Obsolete legislation to confront the 
problem?



Real situation

n Public sector ready to confront 
challenges?
n Insufficient and low-paid technical staff, 

lacking training and professional 
development programs?

n High rotation in public sector positions? 
Loss of knowledge?

n Efforts concentrated in capital areas? 
Lack of a real national policy? No 
coordination with regional and local 
authorities, community groups and 
organized civil society?



Real situation

n Public sector ready to confront challenges?
n Lack of sufficient information on the drug 

problem? 
n Lack of sufficient valid information about drug use in 

most countries in order to take well informed
decisions? Data mostly available on drug supply and
control activities because it is easier to collect? 

n Planning of drug policy based on subjective
perceptions of based in reality?

n Bad use of limited resources available?
n Need for integrated, uniform and continuously 

updated drug-related statistics? Need for research on 
trends in drug abuse, illicit trafficking, and related 
activities?



Defining observatories
from our needs
n Need for:

n A more precise 
knowledge of drug 
phenomenon. 

n Strengthening 
governance: 
responsible and 
effective public 
policy on drugs. 

n Functions:

n Observatory as an 
information and 
research tool for the 
country.

n Observatory as a pre-
requisite strategic 
element for 
institutional 
development.



Observatory as an information 
and research tool
n Drug phenomena difficult to know. 

Always dark and grey areas. Partially 
hidden reality. Need to develop 
models and hypotheses on the 
functioning and interaction of the 
different factors of the system.

n National drug information and 
research system:
nWide and integrated scope.
n Source of true, evidence-based, 

transparent and updated information.



Observatory as an information 
and research tool
n Specialized center for the 

development of resources and tools 
to generate, gather, organize, analyze 
and disseminate information on the 
drug phenomenon.

n Must generate and promote the 
development of specific research on 
key elements of the problem. Also on 
new aspects requiring more detailed 
knowledge  or special urgency.



Observatory as an institutional 
strengthening element
n Basic elements of a national anti-drug 

system:
1. National Drug Commission.

n Coordinates, plans, advises, monitors and evaluates 
national drug policies.

n Needs: political support, legal powers, sufficient 
budget and specialized staff. 

2. National Drug Strategy: policy reference for 
all the different actors. Route to follow.

3. National public budget to cover the different 
programs included in the national strategy. 
Public funds, funds from seized assets, 
private funding.



Observatory as an institutional 
strengthening element
n Basic elements of a national anti-

drug system:
4. Legal and regulatory framework: 

modern, updated, adapted to new 
trends and needs.

5. Inter-institutional coordination 
mechanism of the national anti-drug 
system (horizontal and vertical).

6. International coordination.
7. National drug information and research 

system.



Observatory as an institutional 
strengthening element
n Strategic value:
n Initial and basic.
n If weak, affects the correct functioning 

of the whole system.
n Information is a must for the 

responsible planning and execution of 
public policies:
n Design of most effective policies.
n Resources and budget allocation.
n Focus on most critical and strategic 

aspects of the problem.



Observatory as an institutional 
strengthening element
n Within the National Drug Commission. Needed 

for everyday use of the whole system.
n National official source of information. Avoids 

confusion created by different sources.
n Tool for the monitoring and evaluation of the 

implementation of the national drug strategy. 
Important to re-design public policy on drugs, 
according to new challenges and learning from 
past errors.

n Platform for the development, coordination and 
delivery of technical assistance to all national 
drug information sources and to regional or local 
drug information systems.



Observatory as an institutional 
strengthening element
n Need to add value to the 

information:
n Observatory is not a huge pile of data.
n Importance of the process for the 

analysis of the information: within a 
multidisciplinary approach, need to 
apply scientific models and 
methodologies for the explanation of 
the problem.



Observatory as an institutional 
strengthening element
n Generate information and develop research 

along the cycle to inform public policy.

Planning

Implementation

Evaluation

Information

Knowledge

POLICY

CYCLE



The difficult business of getting  
research to inform policy

Need for
consolidated

national
research

teams No monitoring
or evaluation

culture
(fear of being held

responsible)

National
research

priorities not
well defined
(“useless”
Research).

Need to
overcome

simple
approach to 

drug
research

Pressure to
get fast results

(research
takes time and

continuous
effort)

Added value
analysis process
to convert data
into results and

recommendations

High cost
of research
(research

costs
money)

Research 
results

ready to 
inform
policy

First set of difficulties: those inherent to research (From diagnosis 
and evaluation to knowledge).

Planning

Implementation

Evaluation

Information

Knowledge

Solutions?

Act individually 
on each of 
these aspects 
of the problem



The difficult business of getting  
research to inform policy
Second set of difficulties: Those inherent to 
the policy making process (From knowledge 
to planning). 

Research
results
ready

to inform
policy

Evidence-based
public policy

IDEOLOGICAL ISSUES

MORAL ISSUES

LIMITED MEANS

LACK OF POLITICAL WILL

RIGIDITY OF PLANNING AND BUDGETING PROCESS

LACK OF COORDINATION CULTURE AMONG AGENCIES

Planning

Implementation

Evaluation

Information

Knowledge

CORRUPTION
Solutions?

Act individually 
on each of 
these aspects 
of the problem



CICAD’s Institutional 
strengthening program
1. Technical assistance and training for the

improvement of the operation and effectiveness 
of the national public anti-drug systems:
n Design, execution, monitoring and evaluation of 

national drug strategies.
n Modernization of the legal and regulatory framework 

on drugs;
n National inter-institutional coordination and inter-

agency cooperation.
n Financing of the national policy on drugs. Creation and 

improvement of national funds originated by seized 
assets.

n Creation of national drug observatories.
n Strengthening the capacity of lower tiers of 

government to actively participate in the national drug 
policy.

n International cooperation on drugs.



CICAD’s institutional 
strengthening program
2. Technical assistance and training for the

improvement of the operation and effectiveness 
of the national public anti-drug institutions:
n Examining objectives and responsibilities.
n Organizational structure. strategic planning and

management tools.
n Legal and regulatory framework, scope of jurisdiction;
n Improvement of the quality of the human resources 

through programs of continuous training and the 
consolidation of professional schemes for public 
servants.

n Information management and access to information 
and communication technologies.

3. Strengthening capacity and developing networks  
of civil society organizations who work with drug 
issues or related social problems.



CICAD’s response

n No standard response to institutional 
strengthening problems. Tailor made 
solutions for member states.

n Use of its position as a privileged platform 
to study 34 different systems and to learn 
about their successes and errors.

n Collect and disseminate experiences and 
best practices.

n Develop useful tools as a reference for 
countries. Adaptation to specific national 
characteristics.
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