BUILDING CONNECTIONS
FOR DRUG LAW REFORM
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THE CHALLENGE

Introduction

Nigeria's highly draconian drug laws
require minimum jail sentences of
15 to 25 years for all drug-related
offences. In recent years, judges
have used their discretion to reduce
sentences and shorten terms for
drug offenders. Then, in 2016, a
new bill was tabled in parliament
to remove this leeway for leniency.
PITCH partner YouthRISE Nigeria
spearheaded a rapid advocacy
campaign to block the bill.

According to the United Nations
Office on Drugs and Crime's
(UNODC) Drug Use in Nigeria study,
more than 14 million Nigerians had
taken illicit drugs in the previous
year - 14.4 per cent of the adult
population, compared to a global
average of 5.6 per cent'.

While approximately 75% of

illicit drug use concerns cannabis,
other substances used illicitly are
pharmaceutical grade opioids.

lllicit drug use cuts across all socio-
economic strata and all geopolitical
areas of Nigeria. It is most common
among people aged between 25 and
39. One in four drug users are women.

Public opinion leans heavily towards
a tough stance on drugs, with

most Nigerians believing severe
punishments act as a deterrent and
will eventually halt this growing
‘epidemic’.

But evidence shows that people in
detention often have less access to
harm reduction services to minimise
the negative health impact of drug
use and reduce HIV transmission.?
These include needle and syringe
programmes and opioid substitution

therapy, particularly for people who
inject drugs.

https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-
analysis/statistics/Drugs/Drug_Use_Survey_
Nigeria_2019_Exsum.pdf

https://www.unaids.org/sites/default/
files/media_asset/JC2954_UNAIDS_drugs_
report_2019_en.pdf

A repressive approach to
drugs with grave effects

The current National Drug Law
Enforcement Agency (NDLEA) Act
CAP N30 dictates a mandatory
minimum jail term of between

15 and 25 years for all drug-
related offences. But the highly
punitive law has been open to
interpretation, with some judges

choosing to pass lighter sentences.

In October 2016, Senator Gbenga
Ashafa sponsored a new bill in
parliament seeking to amend

the act to remove this discretion,
claiming these judges were
undermining the deterrent
nature of the law and sending

a 'soft message’ on drugs.

Senator Ashafa's bill would
have reinforced and extended
a repressive criminal justice
approach to drugs with grave
effects on the human rights,
health and wellbeing of people
who use drugs in Nigeria.

The new law would also expose
the most marginalised among
them to greater HIV risk, driving
them further underground and
denying them access to vital
health services both inside and
outside prison.

"The law breeds fear among
people who use drugs, driving
them underground, where civil
society organisations find it
difficult to provide them with the
services and support they need.”

"It (the bill) was an attempt to
maintain the status quo and

serve as a deterrent for others,’
says Adeolu Ogunrombi, who at
the time was the executive director
at YouthRISE Nigeria, an advocacy
and service-providing organisation
for young people including people
who use drugs, and a PITCH
partner.

'‘There wasn't a serious debate
about this proposal in parliament
- it rode on emotion: "it shows
we are serious and tough". There
wasn't really much resistance to
the proposal. But we knew it
would spell doom if we allowed

it to stand.

N “People who use
drugs are viewed

as criminals who
don't require
compassion. We
knew it would spell
doom if we allowed
this bill to stand.”
Adeolu Ogunrombi
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This was a wake-up call:
action was needed

ftive re

her the sa
dangerous it is to control the
drug epidemic.’ ¥




“There is increased awareness of the
risks from sharing needles, but the
reality is that clean needles, syringes and
other harm reduction materials are not
available, so people continue.”

High-level engagement
and direct dialogue was
pivotal
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The result

A new wave of positive
outcomes and optimism
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LESSONS LEARNT

Through a series of critical,

timely and targeted advocacy
interventions, aided by connections
to key influencers in parliament
and within WACD, YouthRISE
Nigeria mobilised support from
CSOs and networks, gathered
evidence and engaged key
stakeholders to launch a successful
counter campaign to the proposed
bill, back in 2016.

The campaign showed the power
of collaboration in impactful
advocacy, in line with PITCH's
strategy for change for Nigeria.

It also demonstrates the capacity
of PITCH partners to develop

an advocacy agenda, map out
stakeholders and opportunities
and have an influence on its
countries' legislation.

“The PITCH

support and
resources lessened
the difficulties."
Adeolu Ogunrombi

'We leveraged on its network
and were able to use its technical
support to engage with other
CSOs, amplify voices and bring
the changes we wanted to see,
says Adeolu.

The campaign is also an example
of effective advocacy in Nigeria
among CSOs working with key
populations and networks of
people who use drugs and shows
how targeted advocacy, strategic
communications and community
mobilisation can be pivotal in
achieving expected outcomes.

The Partnership to Inspire, Transform and Connect the HIV response (PITCH)
strengthens community-based organisations' capacity to uphold the rights
of populations most affected by HIV by engaging in effective advocacy,
generating robust evidence and developing meaningful policy solutions.

PITCH is a strategic partnership between Aidsfonds, Frontline AIDS and the

Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
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Partnership to Inspire, Transform
and Connect the HIV response

PITC

Q aidsfonds FRONTLINE ﬂ‘:-

YOUTHRISE

A learning point for YouthRISE
Nigeria has been the need to
strengthen engagement and
capacity building with the
judiciary and other key actors in
Nigeria's criminal justice system.

‘In 2016-17, we did not have any
interaction with the judiciary,
says Adeolu. ‘'We had to focus
on where the change could
actually happen. But we have
now formed an alliance with
the judiciary. We've found
some receptive judges who

are reform-minded.

‘We know this law will be
reviewed and revisited at some
point in the future. When that
happens, they can contribute
and show their solidarity.’
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