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Mr. Chair and distinguished representatives.  On behalf of the Canadian Employers Council and the Business Technical Advisory Committee on Labour Issues (CEATAL), I would like to thank you for the opportunity to provide comments on this most important topic of developing a comprehensive policy against the world drug problem in the Americas.   

In my role as a representative of hemispheric employers, I will focus my comments on the role of employers and employment in addressing the adverse impacts of the drug problem in our societies and our workplaces.  I will be placing a particular emphasis on the impact of the drug problem on young people – keeping in mind that the “drug problem” is a broad concept that covers drug producers, drug sellers, drug runners, drug users, and family members and communities affected by drugs.

To begin, I would like to congratulate all those involved in the preparation of the Draft Declaration for a thoughtful and comprehensive document that addresses numerous issues related to addressing the drug problem in the Americas.   I note, however, that the Draft Declaration does not squarely address the role of employers and the crucial importance of productive employment in addressing the drug problem.  In our view, employers in the hemisphere have taken leadership roles in engaging communities on issues related to drugs, and have acted within their own workplaces to accommodate and rehabilitate drug users.  

My message to you today is, in part, that employers are actively working to address the drug problem through their own initatives and through innovative partnerships.   My message is also that employers can play an even greater role through more effective partnerships, better coordination of efforts, and the dissemination of best practices.

1. The impact of the drug problem on labour productivity


As we all know, substance abuse detrimentally affects individual health and consequently creates social and economic costs for communities at large.  Beyond this, numerous adverse conditions are closely associated with the broader drug problem: illegal economies, violence, organized crime, poor health, failure in education, unemployment, poverty, neglect, abuse, and domestic violence. 

The drug problem places a direct financial burden on our societies because of costs associated with healthcare and the drain on productivity.  In fact, it is estimated that approximately US$200-250 billion would be needed to cover all drug treatment costs worldwide. 

Within the workplace, drug use affects productivity because it contributes to absenteeism, workplace accidents, poor performance, and conflict. This loss of productivity affects the overall effectiveness of the labour force and consequently reduces workforce opportunities for new workers, particularly young people. Studies in Canada and the United States have shown that estimated labour productivity losses resulting from drug use are actually higher than the treatment costs of drug use.  A 2011 study estimated drug-related productivity losses in the United States alone at $120 billion in 2007.  A similar 2002 study in Canada suggested that productivity losses due to drug use amounted to Cdn$4.7 billion in one year.

Unemployment and lack of opportunities, especially among youth, are related to individual drug use and the drug trade. In fact, the rates of illicit drug use among unemployed individuals were about double those among employed individuals.  Consumption of drugs may prevent an individual from entering or remaining in the workforce, while the frustration of unemployment may also lead to drug consumption.  The relationship between drugs and employment often creates a “vicious circle”.  Particularly among young men, a lack of work opportunities increases the likelihood of participation in drug trafficking.

2. The role of employers in addressing the drug problem in the workplace

Employers experience the impact of the hemispheric drug problem frequently and directly.   Substance abuse by employees is common, impacts productivity and morale, and presents real risks for safety in many workplaces.  

While safety informs employer responses to the drug problem, it is important to emphasize that the approaches of many employers have evolved from one of deterrence, control and punishment to one of prevention, accommodation and support.   The modern approach treats substance abuse as principally a health care issue, and it includes features such as:

· Taking active measures such as education and training to improve working conditions and prevent drug use in the workplace;
· Adopting a comprehensive workplace drug policy which maintains the confidentiality of all information communicated by employees concerning drug-related problems, 
· Providing treatment and rehabilitation opportunities to employees with a view to reintegration into the workforce; and
·  Consulting with employees and their representatives on the content and administration of drug policies in the workplace.

Indeed, a workplace substance abuse program will be most effective where the relevant stakeholders collaborate with each other.  Management must be committed to developing and implementing the program in close cooperation with workers and their representatives in order to ensure workers’ acceptance of, and participation in, the program.  Specifically, workers’ representatives should play an active role in the process of restoring worker’s health and well-being.  A high level of colloboration should be readily achievable since both employers and workers’ representatives share the same goal of a safe and healthy workplace.

3. The role of employers in addressing the needs of young people

Creating better opportunities in the workforce and society for young people is essential to preventing them from becoming embroiled in the drug problem.  Hence, job creation, economic growth, education, skills development, and entrepreneurship must be key planks in any strategy to combat the drug problem in the Americas.  
Employers in the private sector have been playing an active role in integrating the youth population into their communities and the formal labour market. Acting alone or in partnerships, many employers have created mutually beneficial schemes that promote the economic and social integration of young people.  
One example I wanted to share with you is that of TELUS Corporation, one of Canada’s largest companies.   TELUS has implemented community outreach programs that are often held out as a model for other companies.   One of its initiatives, the TELUS Day of Giving, permits its employees worldwide to commit a working day to community projects.  Many of these projects focus on the needs of underprivileged youth.  In fact, TELUS’ Central American employees have dedicated their Day of Giving to building and refurbishing schools in rural communities.
There are literally hundreds of examples of companies reaching out to their communities with initiatives similar to the one implemented by TELUS.   
In addition, numerous partnerships currently exist that are directed at improving the employability of youth and promoting youth entrepreneurship. These partnerships involve private sector entities coming together, often with the assistance of public actors. Many of these partnerships have been created to focus on strengthening communities and deterring youth from becoming involved in illicit activities.  Examples include: 
· the Youth Career Initiative (YCI), a partnership of international hotel companies and the International Business Leaders Forum (IBLF) to create career opportunities for young people;
· The Youth Fund for Innovation and Social Action (Youth Fund), established by the InterAmerican Development Bank in partnership with Microsoft to promote youth entrepreneurship; and

· NEO (New Employment Opportunities), a corporate partnership dedicated to creating job opportunities for youth, which was launched at the 2012 Summit of Americas. 

While it is possible to recount success stories from across the hemisphere, it is acknowledged that employers can do more to contribute to a hemispheric drug strategy.    Employers would welcome the assistance of governments and the OAS in coordinating efforts, identifying and promoting best practices, studying the impact of initiatives, and encouraging further efforts to engage youth and divert them away from the drug trade.
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