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The Inter-American Observatory on 
Drugs

• One of the original Lines of Action created at CICAD’s
inception in 1986

• Originally known as the Databank on Drug Use and 
Trafficking

• Was re-established in 2000 at the request of the OAS 
Member States as the Inter-American Observatory 
on Drugs
→ the statistics, information and research branch of CICAD .



Drug Research and Information Systems, 
What are we trying to measure?

• Drug Production

• Drug Consumption

• Adverse Consequences associated with the 
Drug Problem

• Policy Responses to the Drug Problem
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Protocols to Measure Drug Consumption

• SIDUC Protocols
– Secondary School Students
– General Population
– Drug Treatment Centers
– Emergency Room Surveys
– University Students
– Arrestees
– The Population in Prison

• Adult Offenders 
• Juvenile Offenders



General Population
• Household survey, population age 12-64 yrs
• Objective: To estimate the prevalence of drug and 

alcohol use in the general population, patterns of 
use, and levels of problematic use. To contribute 
information to the design and implementation of 
prevention programs.

• Design:  Cross sectional survey, carried out in a given 
year, using a random sample of households 
throughout the major metropolitan areas of the 
country.



General Population
Information Gleaned:  
• Provides us with a panoramic view of the magnitude of drug 

use in the population as a whole.  The data allows us to look 
at a variety of patterns of use, 

• Socio-demographics: gender, age groups, work profile
• Types of drugs used, frequency
• Dependence and problematic use
• Trends over time can be gleaned through periodic surveys.
• Key points: This provides an overall picture of drug use, but 

may not provide information on key sub populations.



Secondary School Students
Survey on drug use among students currently attending 

secondary school, Age 12-17 yrs
• Objective: To estimate the magnitude of drug use 

among secondary school students, patterns of use, 
and associated risk factors. To contribute 
information to the design and implementation of 
prevention programs.

• Design: Cross sectional study, two tiered sampling 
procedure: -> school -> classroom;  all students in a 
class take the survey



Secondary School Students
• Information Gleaned: Provides us with a general view of the 

magnitude of drug use among school students.  
• Socio-demographics: gender, age groups, 
• Patterns of use, frequency, and type of drugs
• Risk factors associated with use
• Trends over time can be determined through the application 

of periodic surveys.
• Key points: The secondary school population is of particular 

interest 12-17 is considered a vulnerable population for illicit 
drug use. This is considered among the most basic indicators 
of drug use on a national level.  



University Students
Survey on drug use among university students
• Objectives: To estimate the magnitude of drug use 

among university students, patterns of use, 
dependency, and risk factors and motives for use.  
To contribute information to the design and 
implementation of prevention programs.

• Design:  Population Study, random sample of 
student body - Each university is considered to be its 
own population; data collected over the course of a 
single week.



University Students
• Information Gleaned: Provides an estimate of the 

size and extent of drug use within a particular 
university. Provides information on the prevalence 
and patterns of use, types of drugs used, and 
associated risk factors.  

• Key points: The majority of drug use and drug and 
alcohol dependency are typically seen among the 
population age 18-34 years.  These studies are 
considered important indicators for determining 
rises and falls in drug patterns within this age 
group.



Drug Treatment Centers
• Survey on patterns of use prior to entering drug treatment; 

drugs for which treatment is sought
• Objective: Determines the drugs most associated with 

demand for treatment and histories of drug use.;.
• Design:  Continuous registry of incoming patients; non-

probabilistic sampling.
• Key points: Provides basic information toward developing 

appropriate responses to treatment.  Provides information on 
emerging trends in drug use.  May serve as component of an 
early warning system, 



Treatment Centers

• Information Gleaned: Types of drugs, patterns 
and modes of use among the most severe 
drug using population.

• Key Points:  This protocol does not provide 
prevalence data, rather it serves as an 
indicator for emerging trends;  Information 
from this study can be used to conduct 
analyses on new and rare drug use behaviors.



Emergency Rooms
• Objective: To estimate the proportion of 

emergency room admissions that test positive 
for drug or alcohol use during the six hours 
prior to admission.  May serve as an early 
warning system.

• Design: Cross sectional survey, all patients 
admitted to one or more ER’s during a “typical 
week”.  Drug use survey applied to patients 
and verified through clinical test.



Emergency Rooms
• Information Gleaned:  This survey provides 

information on accidents, injuries and deaths 
associated, or due to drug and alcohol misuse. 

• Key points: Indicators on ER admissions due to drug 
and alcohol use, when combined with information 
on morbidity and mortality related to drugs, can be 
a powerful indicator regarding rising drug 
epidemics, new trends in drug use, changes in levels 
of purity, and new modes of transmission.  



Arrestees
• Study on arrestees, includes all men and women arrested, 

age 18 and over, nationwide, during a given period.
• Objective:  To estimate the prevalence, incidence, licit and 

illicit drug use prior to arrest, and substance dependence.  
To establish drug use prior to and leading up to arrest, and 
criminal history.  Establish the strength of association 
between drug consumption, trafficking and sale, and the 
current and previous arrests.

• Design: Cross sectional design, sample involves all arrestees 
within a given period (i.e., a typical week).  Drug use 
determined through interview and urinalysis.



Arrestees
• Information Gleaned: Can be used to measure prevalence 

of drug use within prisons, patterns of drug use prior to and 
leading up to arrest, and drug use among the popuation
with a criminal history.  

• Key points: This provides important information for 
program planning regarding substance abuse in prisons, 
and key information on the relationship between crimes 
committed and drug use.  This reponds to MEM indicators 
31 and 32, indicators within the cost program, in addition to 
providing information for an early warning system on new 
drug use patterns and trends.



The Incarcerated Population
• Adult Offenders: Population in Prison age 18 and 

over, men and women
• Juvenile Offenders: Boys and Girls, under the age of 

18, currently detained in juvenile detention facilities
• Objectives:  Both studies seek to determine the 

magnitude of drug use within the population 
currently in prison or juvenile detention centers, 
histories of drug use prior to detention, and the 
perception of the individual regarding the 
relationship between their drug use and the crime 
for which they were incarcerated.



The Incarcerated Population
• Information Gleaned:  These studies provide 

information on drug use in the prison system, and 
the proportion of criminals who already used illicit 
drugs prior to incarceration.  The strength of 
association between crime and drug use. 

• Key Points:  This information will be useful for 
developing treatment programs within prisons, for 
understanding the relationship between drug use 
and crime, either as a cause and a consquence of 
drug use.  
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Adverse Consequences

• Mortality Associated with Drug Use

• Morbidity Associated with Drug Use

• Treatment and ER studies

• Crime Associated with Drug Use and 
Trafficking
– Recent Arrestees, 

– The population in prison



Drug Related Mortality

• Objective: To estimate the number of deaths 
directly related to drug consumption.

• Design:  Analysis of aggregate data from 
national registrars, i.e., forensic medicine

• Information Gleaned: Provides an estimate of 
the number of deaths during a given period 
that are directly related, or attributable to 
substance abuse or misuse.



Drug Related Morbidity
• Objective: To estimate the number of injuries, and 

proportion of diseases directly related to drug 
consumption.

• Design:  Analysis of aggregate data from national 
registrars, hospitals, etc.

• Information Gleaned: Provides an estimate of the 
proportion of injuries and illness, during a given 
period that are directly related, or attributable to 
substance abuse or misuse.



Drug Related Crime

• Crime related to drugs

• Crime as a cause: Illicit trafficking or use

• Crime as a consequence of drug use: crimes 
committed under the influence of drugs
– Studies on Arrestees, the Adult Population in 

Prison, and Juvenile offenders
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The Cost Program
• Economic Evaluation: utilizes ALL AVAILABLE 

RESEARCH AND INFORMATION

• Combines aggregate data on public expenditures and 
both direct and indirect costs related to drug use

• Four key areas:
– Healthcare Costs (incl. morbidity and mortality)
– Crime Costs (prison data, police, army, etc.)

– Public Expenditures (budgetary costs)

– Other costs (property damage, etc.)



The Cost Program
• The results of a general cost study leads us to the question, 

What costs could reasonably be avoided if we 
intervene appropriately?

These are commonly referred to as

Avoidable Costs

• The OID is working on a standard methodology to examine the avoidable 
costs of the drug problem in member states



What are Our Responses to the Adverse 
Consequences?

Evidence based policy

and

The Evaluation of those Policies



Other Tools

• Online Databank
– CICAD/OID website with latest statistics on basic 

drug demand and supply indicators 

http://www.cicad.oas.org/apps/oidstat.aspx

http://www.cicad.oas.org/apps/oidstat.aspx
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