
 67

PART 4: SELECTED ISSUES 

14. Evaluation of National Drugs Strategies 

 14.1 Existence of evaluation 
Since the law criminalising drug use in France was passed in 1970 and despite the many 
legislative, social and health changes, the anti-drug policy in France has never been 
evaluated. An attempt was started in 1993 but ended in failure. Thus, after more than three 
decades of public action against drugs, little or nothing has given an account of how 
achievement measures up against expectations in reducing the many problems arising from 
the supply of and demand for psychoactive substances.  
 
The “three-year plan to fight against drugs and prevent dependence (1999-2002)” 
(Interministerial Mission for the Fight Against Drugs and Drug Addiction [MILDT], 1999), 
adopted in June 1999, made a deliberate break with this attitude by providing for an 
action on two levels. The first level consists in a general and continuous evaluation of the 
public policies as a part of the three-year plan, the second in the establishment, 
development and generalisation of the capabilities and expertise required for evaluation. This 
general approach was considered to be of service to the public action against drugs and to 
favour its social acceptability. This presumption was based on the awareness of the 
imperfect nature of the public action and on the evaluation capability to be improved. To 
make the evaluation an integral part of the field of action was also to accept the presence of 
a critical, outside observer who reports on the inadequacies or errors in the programmes 
started. On the other hand, to ignore the evaluation or delay its implementation amounted to 
considering that it was preferable to put up with the imperfections in the public action and the 
lack of knowledge regarding its effects rather than to make the details publicly known.  
 
From its conception, the three-year plan provided for the evaluation of the public 
policies, starting with the construction of reliable indicators. It took as one of its 
objectives “to establish a general evaluation framework so that the measures in the three-
year plan might be evaluated as a whole, starting from specific objectives that can be 
evaluated, that is to say realistic, measurable and limited in time”.   
 
Further, the plan outlined the main methodological choices for preparing and carrying 
the general evaluation through to a successful conclusion. “With regard to these specific 
objectives, the list of actions, facilities and programmes included within the field of evaluation 
shall be determined and that which arises from the renewal, continuation or adaptation of 
previously existing facilities shall be identified. Within this work plan, evaluations of particular 
facilities can be programmed. Their results shall be included as part of the general analysis”. 
 
Furthermore, the three-year plan named the public authorities as the sponsors of this 
evaluation and the French Monitoring Center for Drugs and Drug Addiction13 (OFDT) 
as project owner. “An evaluation mandate, drawn up by the Interministerial Mission for the 
Fight Against Drugs and Drug Addiction (MILDT) and approved in Interministerial 
committee14, shall be entrusted to the OFDT”. The evaluation mandate was approved on 

                                                 
13 The OFDT, the French focal point, is a Public Interest Group, set up in 1993. 
14 Since 1982, there has been co-ordination of government action on drug problems. The Interministerial 
committee (Ministers), made up of the ministries concerned by this question and chaired by the Prime Minister, 
defined the policy to be pursued in this regard. The MILDT (which has gone under various other names) has the 
task of preparing the agenda for the committee’s deliberations and co-ordinating the implementation of the 
decisions reached. 



 68

26 September 2000, one year after the plan was adopted. The approval defined the 
principles of the evaluation, the priority evaluation areas and the roles of the parties involved 
in the project (OFDT, 2000b). 
 

 14.2 Evaluation method 

Field of evaluation 

The mandate entrusted to the OFDT by the Interministerial Committee determined the field of 
evaluation. To define its boundaries, the mandate was based on foreign examples, in 
particular the evaluation system established in 1991 in Switzerland15. In addition to the 
“overall evaluation approach” chosen as a working method to account for the realisation of 
the strategic objectives defined in the three-year plan, five priority programmes and/or 
specific facilities were evaluated: 

•  the departmental prevention programmes (Lefebvre-Naré F. (EVALUA), 2003), 
•  the interministry training initiative (Toulemonde J. et al. (C3E-Eureval), 2003), 
•  the approach to specialised alcohol addiction units with a view to general admission 

(Sannino N. et al. (CEMKA-EVAL), 2003), 
•  the harm reduction and social mediation programme in the 18th arrondissement of 

Paris (Fayman S. et al. (ACT Consultants), 2003), 
•  the departmental agreements on health and justice objectives (Gorgeon C. et al. 

(ACADIE), 2003). 
These programme evaluations provided for as a part of the three-year plan were managed 
by the OFDT in collaboration with the institutions concerned and were carried out by 
independent teams selected in a call for tenders procedure. Their specific results were added 
to the general evaluation report (Setbon et al., 2003). 
Given the numerous objectives of the three-year plan and their diversity, it was agreed that 
differing reference points should be used in reporting on their realisation: consistency of 
programmes started with the objectives, extent to which objectives are actually realised or 
level of effectiveness. Put another way, the purpose of the evaluation was to determine the 
extent to which, after three years of implementation, a proposed action has helped in 
realising (as yet partially) the “ultimate objective” to which it was intended to contribute. 
Whatever the levels of realisation and effects covered by the evaluation, their presentation is 
structured according to a certain number of common key elements of the eight lines of 
attack: 

•  the issue around which each line of attack is organised, 
•  the overall response as stated in the three-year plan, either explicitly or as implied 

by objectives that appear to contribute to it, 
•  the operational objectives, 
•  finally, the evaluation itself, based on available data, considering one or more 

systems of reference of the evaluation (consistency, effectiveness or, more 
frequently, measurement of the impact) and describing the observed effects and such 
conclusions as can be drawn at the end of three years, 

•  each line of attack ends with conclusions, which sum up the main observations and 
make recommendations intended to solve the problems encountered. 

 
A brief summary of the eight lines of attack gives some idea of their content: 

                                                 
15 In Switzerland, the Federal Office Of Public Health has given the task of evaluating the measures taken by the 
Confederation to reduce problems connected with addiction to the Preventive Programmes Evaluation Unit 
(UEPP) of the University Institute of Social and Preventive Medicine of Lausanne (IUMSP). 
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Line 1. Familiarisation, knowledge and understanding 
Line 2. Communication and information: creation and promotion of a common knowledge 
base regarding psychoactive substances  
Line 3. systematisation of prevention and its extension to cover permitted substances 
(alcohol, tobacco, psychotropic medicines) 
Line 4. Reduction of risks and damage 
Line 5. Reception, guidance, care, rehabilitation 
Line 6. Reassertion of the objectives of criminal policy regarding users 
Line 7. Reassertion of the priority of combating trafficking 
Line 8. Consolidation of action outside France. 

Scope of the evaluation 

It did not fall within the mandate of the evaluation to reach a judgement on the relevance of 
the objectives of public policy on drugs. It aimed to assess the contribution made by the 
actions and programmes to the achievement of the stated objectives and to identify where 
they fall short of being fully realised. Equally, the evaluation carried out refrained from 
making any judgement of those taking part in the policy implementation: the very nature of 
the government intervention in the drugs field and its extreme fragmentation made it 
impossible to attribute any overall and sector responsibility in the changes and points of 
inertia identified to the co-ordinating participant (the MILDT). It was, therefore, essentially a 
measurement of the effectiveness of the objectives and means allocated to combating 
drugs.  
Indeed, the evaluation shows that, despite its efforts, the MILDT does not appear to be in a 
position to contribute to the realisation of the target objectives with an equal efficacy – a 
precondition for any effectiveness whatever. In the light of the accomplishments over the 
three-year period, the field of action of the interministerial body can be represented as 
three concentric circles, each corresponding to a level of involvement and imputability 
as a function of its modes of action.  
The first circle, closest to the centre, which is occupied by the MILDT itself, covers the field 
where it acts by direct control: this is the area where its mastery of the elements required 
for the action allows it to play the parts of both project owner and central player: where its 
involvement appears most productive (for example, in the area of actions intended to create 
a common culture in the form of campaigns directed at the general population). The second 
circle corresponds to the field of contractual control: it includes the actions where there is a 
real interministerial presence but this is essentially limited to the allocation of resources and 
there is no possibility of influencing the field of action or changing the behaviour of the 
players (this is the case for the interministerial action in the field of research, for the 
departmental prevention programmes and for the departmental agreements on health and 
justice objectives). The most distant circle, finally, is that of control by formal co-
ordination. It includes all those actions where the MILDT is not free to impose its will and 
incentives, showing the limitations of the co-ordinating function in the face of independent 
players with resources and modes of action responding to specific concerns (repression, 
justice, international action). 
This analytical representation in three circles of the interministerial action in support of the 
three-year plan can be used to take a view both retrospective and prospective of the 
strategy of non-selective programming. In fact, the evaluation shows that there are 
priorities of action but that they are only evident in retrospect. They become clear rather than 
being the consequences of pre-determined choices to which ad hoc resources have been 
allocated. This observation leads to a consideration of the risks and benefits of each of two 
models: one in which priorities are defined from the start and one in which priorities are 
determined during an action programme. This consideration goes alongside a need to reflect 
on the operational content to be expected of a set of interministerial measures. 
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Let us, nonetheless, emphasise that the difficulties identified in evaluating the plan are not 
sufficient to condemn the plan and the strategy that lies behind it. The contributions of the 
evaluation in terms of knowledge and methodology should not be minimised. In spite of its 
limitations, it constitutes a first step, reflecting far more, in its modesty, the general difficulties 
confronting the evaluation than its lack of utility. It has been a practical illustration of the fact 
that, in order to judge the validity of a programme, not only is a degree of detachment 
required but also a methodology must be used that is capable of isolating its various 
variables and it must be possible to measure its own impacts by comparison with the initial 
situation.  

Roles played by those involved in the evaluation 

The evaluation of the three-year plan was sponsored by the Government, represented by the 
interministerial committee16 (in the form of the ministers themselves). Following on this, the 
administrations of the ministries concerned, in a permanent interministerial committee17, 
chaired by a delegate of the MILDT, have accepted the valuation mandate and the frame of 
reference (or action theory) for the evaluation of the three-year plan (OFDT, 2000c). The role 
of this body was to ensure that the evaluation was implemented and that the results would be 
used.  
The progress of this last stage was disturbed by the shift in political balance that marked the 
beginning of a period of uncertainty at the time that the general evaluation report was being 
finalised. The results were finally presented, in a special release meeting in June 2003, to the 
technical advisors of the ministerial offices concerned, who took note of the study and its 
conclusions. The partners defined the manner in which the general report was to be 
distributed, scheduled for August 2003. 
With regard to the specific evaluations, the results, conclusions and recommendations of 
those that were concluded before the change of Government were presented in the 
permanent interministerial committee. Ministerial involvement was concerted through the 
MILDT, which participated actively in the process by contributing to the definition of the 
specification of the specific evaluations and to their follow-up. The Interministerial Mission 
was consistently represented in the ad hoc steering committees of the specific evaluations, 
as were the principal Ministers concerned by the subjects of the evaluations. These bodies, 
presided over by the OFDT, were also charged with the elaboration of the recommendations 
flowing from the evaluation results. 
The OFDT was the project owner of the evaluation of the governmental plan, 1999-2002. Its 
new investment in the evaluation of policies led to the creation of a specific evaluation facility. 
This is made up of a permanent team of three study officers (within the “Evaluation of 
Public Policies” section) and a special commission of four experts of the OFDT’s scientific 
college, the “Evaluation” commission. The innovative and complex nature of this work 
required, at the various stages in the project, close collaboration between these participants, 
which was co-ordinated by the Director of the OFDT. The “Evaluation of Public Policies” 
section provided guidance and control of the methodology to be used in the evaluations 
carried out from 2000 to 2002 in the context of the evaluation of the governmental plan. It 
carried out this work in connection with the “Evaluation” commission, as well as that directly 

                                                 
16 The decree No. 99-808 of 15 September 1999, regarding the Interministerial Committee for the Fight Against 
Drugs and Drug Addiction and Preventing Dependency and the Interministerial Mission for the Fight Against 
Drugs and Drug Addiction, defines the membership of the inter-ministerial committee.  It includes, under the 
chairmanship of the Prime Minister, the ministers and responsible junior ministers of twenty ministries. The 
secretarial duties are fulfilled by the Secretariat General of the Government. The chairman of the mission is the 
general spokesman of the interministerial committee. 
17 According to the above-mentioned decree No. 99-808 of 15 September 1999, the chairman of the 
interministerial mission has available a permanent committee that he chairs. The permanent committee includes 
one or more representatives of each minister and junior minister. Other ministers or junior ministered can be 
called on to be represented in the committee, according to the agenda for the meeting concerned. 
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connected with the evaluation: the structuring of the evaluation and the collection and 
formatting of data.  
The OFDT being directly concerned by the interministerial guidelines on the research, the 
scientific responsibility for the evaluation of the 1999-2002 governmental plan was 
assumed by the “Evaluation” commission, which had the benefit of being completely 
independent of the sponsors. In this capacity, it validated the method and content of the body 
of work carried out for the purpose of this evaluation and is a signatory of the final report. Its 
members (two sociologists, an economist and a magistrate) drew up the conclusions and 
recommendations of the evaluation in question. 

Evaluation tools 

The evaluation team equipped itself with structuring and quality control tools at the various 
stages in the evaluation procedure (Table 30). 

Table 30: Structuring tools and instances used by the OFDT in the context of its 
evaluation mandate 

Specific evaluations of the 
evaluation mandate 

Overall evaluation of the governmental plan 

Structuring tools and instances 
For each evaluation,   
chronologically: 

 detailed specifications, 
including, in particular: 

- a list of key questions for the 
evaluation, defined in close 
collaboration with the public 
institutions concerned, 

- methodological 
specifications. 

 Frame of reference for the evaluation: theory of action 
of the governmental plan (2000). This re-organised 
the objectives of the governmental plan, which are 
numerous and of differing status, by identifying 
synoptically, for each policy line, their linkage and the 
overall objective to which they contributed. 

 Exhaustive identification table of the objectives of the 
governmental plan, of the associated evaluation 
criteria (developments expected, whether quantified or 
not, by the plan), of the corresponding indicators and 
of the potential sources of information (2002). 

 Theory of action of the evaluation on the basis of the 
two tools above (2002). 

Tools and instances controlling the quality of the study 
 Technical selection committee (experts of the OFDT’s 

scientific college and, more particularly, of the “Evaluation” 
commission or external experts, depending on the area of 
competence) 

 ad hoc steering committee for following up the research 
from the intermediate reports 

 Technical committee for the validation of studies and the 
application of an internal scale for the assessment of the 
evaluation reports18  

 “Evaluation” 
commission of the 
OFDT’s scientific 
college 

 
The evaluators made use of a body of information of all kinds giving some indication of the 
extent to which the actions programmed for the period 1999-2002 were realised. The list of 
these numerous sources of information can be summarised as follows:  

•  the four priority evaluations relating to: the Departmental Agreements on Objectives 
in Health and Justice (CDOs), the interministerial policy on professional training, the 

                                                 
18 Scale based on the tools developed in the context of the “MEANS” programme of the European Commission 
DG XVI (programme SEM 2000). The criteria: satisfaction of demands, suitability of methods used, reliability of 
data, soundness of analysis, credibility of results, impartiality of conclusions, clarity of report. 
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departmental policy programmes for the prevention of addiction, outreach 
experiments by the specialised facilities to provide general care for addictive 
behaviour; 

•  the evaluations of particular measures: the legal measure of compulsory treatment for 
drug users on criminal charges (Setbon and De Calan, 2000), the units for prison 
leavers (Rotily et al., 2001), the pilot anti-addiction scheme in the 18th arrondissement 
of Paris, the state of affairs regarding the application of the provisions of the “Évin” 
law (1991) regarding anti-smoking campaigning in schools  (Karsenty and Diaz 
Gomez, 2003); 

•  various surveys of the general population on the prevalences of consumption 
amongst young people and adults and surveys of perceptions of drug use and 
policies likely to reduce it; 

•  the many assessments of activities and studies of the public anti-drug facilities set up 
by the public services concerned, including the MILDT and the ministerial services 
connected with the following areas: addiction, hospitals and social institutions, the 
education system, domestic policy, finance, customs, justice; 

•  specific studies and reports carried out and produced by the public bodies generating 
data relative to the drugs problem, such as the DREES (Statistics, Evaluation, 
Studies, and Research Department of the Ministry of Employment and Pensions), the 
INSERM and the OFDT; 

•  parliamentary reports and reports of national auditing bodies (Court of Accounts and 
Inspectorate General of Social Affairs); 

•  the APPRE database on actions to prevent dependency (years 1999 and 2000). 
The identification of the key indicators was carried out between January and June 2002, 
when the question was raised of collecting the information for making a report and identifying 
its potential sources. The evaluation team is conscious of the limitations of this organisation. 
Apart from the priority fields of evaluation, for which ad hoc collection tools have been 
devised, the many intervention sectors were evaluated using information produced 
independently of the OFDT’s evaluation process. Consequently, the work of the evaluators 
came up several times against an absence or discontinuity of data in terms both of quality 
(statistical categories defined differently according to the various sources retracing the 
components of a given reality) and of time. In this respect, it has to be admitted that the 
system suffered from its novelty. The schedule – let us remember, by the way, that the 
evaluation mandate was ratified in Autumn 2000 – left little room to hope for a co-ordinated 
and well timed development of the systems of observation. In addition, the evaluation team 
did not have access to the levers necessary to fill these gaps. For a repeat of the exercise, 
the evaluation arrangements would probably be constructed on a different basis. 

Durability of the approach 

The evaluation as described here covered the duration of the three-year plan 1999-2002. 
The principal stages in the evaluation timetable were as follows: 
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Main stages Principle documentary product Start date Finish date
Order definition  Evaluation mandate January 

2000 
February 
2000 

Clarification of the 
subject of the 
evaluation 

 Frame of reference or theory of action of 
the three-year plan 1999-2001 

March 2000 September 
2000 

With a view to 
preparing the 
collection of 
“primary19” data on 
the basis of a 
reduced number of 
specific evaluations 

 Specification 
 Intermediate report 
 Final report: conclusions and 

recommendations 

October 
2000 * 

September 
2002 ** 

With a view to 
preparing the 
collection of 
“secondary20” data in 
support of the three 
methodological tools 

 Revision of the initial theory of action 
(adopted interministerially in September 
2000) and adaptations 

 1st methodological table: setting out of the 
overall and specific objectives, of the 
evaluation criteria (at overall and specific 
levels) and of the global (if available) and 
specific indicators 

 2nd methodological table: description of 
the characteristics of the indicators 
(definitions, target level, available sources 
of information) 

February 
2002 

June 2002 

Analyses  Edition and finalisation of various sections 
of the general evaluation report 

July 2002 October 
2002 

Definition of 
conclusions and 
recommendations 

 Drawing up of conclusions and 
recommendations specific to the various 
sections of the general evaluation report 

 Formulation of the main points to be 
learned from the evaluation in order to 
better take account of the evaluation 
when preparing the next anti-drug plan 

November 
2003 

March 2003 

Presentation of the 
result to the 
sponsors 

 Presentation of the evaluation results at 
the interministerial level (to the technical 
advisors of the various ministries 
concerned by the drugs problem and to 
the presiding body of the MILDT) 

5 May 2003 

Wider publication of 
the results 

 1,300 copy print of a collection including 
the general evaluation report on the three-
year plan 1999-2002 and the five specific 
evaluation reports  

April 2003 July-August 
2003 

* Launch date of the first specific study - ** Finalisation date of the last specific study 

As already underlined, this was the first exercise of its kind after more than three decades of 
application of the law of 1970, criminalising the use of drugs in France. It was the result of 
both a strong political will over this period and a major effort by the experts engaged. 
 
                                                 
19 By “primary data”, we mean information collected directly in the field by means of a survey carried out by the 
evaluation team amongst populations directly concerned by the measure. The primary data are in addition to the 
data already available at the start of the evaluation (treatment data, statistics, past investigations etc.). 
20 This is pre-existing information, collected and interpreted by the evaluation team. 
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Whether this evaluation will become a continuing process will probably depend on the 
interest shown by the new decision makers in anti-drug policy. The general evaluation report, 
drawn up by the OFDT and the Evaluation Commission of its scientific college, showed the 
importance of incorporating the evaluation at the heart of the political process, right from the 
preparatory stage. In the months to come, we shall be able to see whether these 
recommendations have been put into practice. 

Use of the evaluation results 

As we have already indicated, the evaluation facility established in the context of the three-
year plan was a response to a specific demand from the public authorities. The order was 
defined in the evaluation mandate, which stated: “The evaluation must make it possible to 
improve the development of the current three-year plan and will also provide information 
relevant to the preparation of the next plan”.  
 
Having seen that these objectives would be too ambitious if applied to all measures in the 
plan, the evaluation programme provided for the realisation of a limited number of studies. 
The specific evaluations chosen have already been mentioned (Departmental agreements on 
objectives in health/justice, training programme, departmental dependency prevention plans, 
the scheme in the 18th arrondissement of Paris etc.). These investigations were intended to 
provide an in-depth response to certain questions that would be put by the sponsors from the 
central administrations when each evaluation was prepared. For each evaluation, a steering 
committee was established, with members from the various administrations concerned. Its 
pluralistic composition was intended to ensure that all points of view are represented. 
Furthermore, to guarantee that all the preoccupations of the participants are taken into 
account, the work of the external teams and the steering committee was monitored by the 
OFDT. The principle preoccupation of the evaluation system established was to make better 
use of the results of the evaluations. To this end and so far as possible, the conclusions and 
recommendations were discussed in steering committees enlarged by other actors who 
might be concerned by the subjects discussed.  
 
Of the priority evaluations, three were submitted directly to the chair of the MILDT on 25 July 
2002, in the presence of the OFDT’s evaluation teams21. The chair of the MILDT at the time 
emphasised the value of this approach. The recommendations drawn up by the evaluators 
and the lines of thought put forward in the report were presented and discussed. This 
association is a clear indicator of direct incorporation of the evaluation results in the 
government decision making process. 
 
Nevertheless, this evaluation process encountered several difficulties: 

•  an absence of evaluation teams specialised in public anti-drug policies, 
•  excessively ambitious expectations on the part of the sponsors, 
•  repeated confusion between the notions of relevance, effectiveness and efficiency in 

the minds of the sponsors of the evaluation, 
•  a delay between the implementation schedule and the evaluation schedule. 

 
Generally speaking, knowledge of the real effects of public action appears to have 
progressed, despite a lack of systematisation. The MILDT took note of the evaluations 
produced, which could, in the near future, provide a new lever for public action. 
 

                                                 
21 These are evaluations relating to the training part of the three-year plan, the departmental agreements on 
justice and health objectives, the departmental prevention programmes, all three of which were presented to the 
MILDT in June and July 2000. 
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14.3 Lessons for a future evaluation exercise 
At the end of this first exercise, the evaluators drew up a list of recommendations for 
preparing the evaluation of future plans, which can be summarised as follows: 

•  identify the problems to be addressed by the public action and define, explicitly 
and without ambiguity, the long-term strategic and operational objectives that are 
intended to solve them,  

•  place realistic objectives with high priority at the centre of the public action, 
•  define concepts explicitly – the more so if they are new – that lie at the heart of the 

stated policies, stating how, concretely, they are to be applied, so as to favour the 
practical implementation of the actions required to achieve the objectives. This is a 
question of translating policies into the language of action programmes. 

•  translate the objectives already defined in the form of programmes and relevant 
measures, describing the target audiences and the resources required (regulatory, 
administrative, human and financial) for the implementation of the programmes, 

•  describe the success criteria for the objectives (in relation to an objective point of 
reference), 

•  ensure that the objectives defined complement one another (are mutually 
beneficial and contradictions are avoided), 

•  ensure that there is an on-going system of quality information, based on a 
restricted number of sensitive and up-to-date indicators of resources and 
achievement of result and, to this end, identify such indicators from the definition of 
the programmes, so as to be able to identify any revisions to be made in existing 
information systems. Procure the necessary resources (personnel and financial) to 
guarantee the gathering of information and its utilisation while avoiding the resort to 
statistical categories that differ or are only loosely connected across the various 
collecting services, 

•  assure the quality of implementation, making a mid-term assessment of how those 
in the field interpret the objectives in their professional practice and of the difficulties 
that they encounter, 

•  systematically evaluate the experimental programmes and the conditions for their 
generalisation, the success criteria of which should be pre-defined, 

•  adapt the expectations of the evaluation to the programme to be evaluated; the 
methods capable of evaluating the “real” efficacy of a programme (the observed 
difference from what would have happened without the programming) and those 
directed at analysing the efficiency (cost/effect) are costly and rarely feasible for a 
programme or policy on the national scale –  their use should be restricted to the 
evaluation of experimental (innovative) programmes or, so far as efficiency is 
concerned, to smaller-scale programmes, 

•  develop the resources and competencies required to carry out decentralised 
evaluations. 
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