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Introduction
The Office of National Drug Control Policy (ONDCP) is the White House office responsible for
coordinating federal drug-control policy and aligning prevention, treatment, recovery, enforcement,
interdiction, and international efforts. Established by the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1988, the office
develops and implements the National Drug Control Strategy and reviews the budgets of participating
federal agencies. In January 2026, the U.S. Senate confirmed Sara Carter as the tenth Director of
ONDCP, making her the current official responsible for leading the office’s coordinating role (White
House, 2026a). ONDCP does not itself replace the Department of Justice, Department of Health and
Human Services, Drug Enforcement Administration, or state and local agencies. Its influence comes
from strategy, coordination, budget review, data, grant programs, and the ability to bring public-
health and public-safety institutions into a common framework. This structure is important because
drug problems cross organizational boundaries and cannot be addressed effectively by a single
enforcement or health agency.

Institutional Authority and Federal Coordination
The office’s authority is especially visible in the National Drug Control Strategy and Budget. The White
House states that ONDCP coordinates drug policy across nineteen federal agencies and oversees
approximately $44 billion in drug-control spending, while also supporting community programs such
as High Intensity Drug Trafficking Areas and Drug-Free Communities (White House, 2026b). Budget
oversight gives ONDCP leverage because agencies must connect proposed counter-drug spending to
national objectives rather than operate as entirely separate systems. Strategy also creates common
priorities for prevention, treatment, overdose response, interdiction, data collection, and
enforcement. The 2026 Strategy includes access to overdose-reversal medications such as naloxone
and immediate post-overdose care, demonstrating that current federal policy combines supply-
reduction measures with public-health interventions (Office of National Drug Control Policy, 2026).
Coordination does not guarantee that every program will be effective, however. Outcomes still
depend on implementation quality, state and local capacity, the changing illicit-drug market, and
whether resources reach populations at greatest risk.
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Historical Debate over the Federal Drug-Policy Role
Debate about ONDCP’s role became especially visible during the first Trump administration. In 2017,
proposals to sharply reduce the office’s budget prompted criticism from former drug-policy officials
who argued that weakening ONDCP could reduce White House coordination during the opioid crisis
(Humphreys, 2017). The administration simultaneously emphasized a stronger federal response to
opioid misuse, including a March 2017 listening session in which President Trump discussed addiction
and drug abuse with officials and stakeholders (President Trump Hosts an Opioid and Drug Abuse
Listening Session, 2017). These events illustrate a recurring policy tension: governments may favor
forceful enforcement and border measures while also needing prevention, treatment, recovery
services, and reliable epidemiological information. Describing that disagreement accurately requires
separating proposals, rhetoric, and implemented policy. The significance of ONDCP is institutional
rather than partisan: because drug use involves health, crime, trafficking, family harm, and local
conditions, a coordinating office can reduce fragmentation even when administrations disagree about
the appropriate balance among those objectives.

The 2026 Strategy and the Public-Health/Public-
Safety Balance
The 2026 National Drug Control Strategy places substantial emphasis on stopping illicit drugs and
precursor chemicals from entering or circulating within the United States, while also including
prevention, treatment, recovery, and overdose-response measures (White House, 2026b; Office of
National Drug Control Policy, 2026). This combined structure reflects the reality that supply and
demand influence one another. Interdiction can disrupt trafficking networks, but enforcement alone
cannot treat substance-use disorder or protect a person already at immediate overdose risk.
Prevention programs can reduce initiation, but they cannot substitute for treatment when
dependence is established. Naloxone can reverse many opioid overdoses, yet it does not address the
underlying disorder or the changing composition of the illicit drug supply. ONDCP’s coordinating
function depends on agencies sharing timely information and connecting interventions rather than
treating them as competing approaches. The office’s Overdose Response Strategy with CDC is an
example of this model because it links public-health and public-safety information to identify
emerging threats and guide local response.

Overdose Trends and the Need for Current Data
Recent overdose data show lower national estimates alongside continuing overdose mortality. CDC
estimated 69,973 drug-overdose deaths in the United States during 2025, almost fourteen percent
fewer than the estimated 81,313 deaths in 2024. Estimated opioid-involved deaths fell from 55,296 to
44,564 over the same period (National Center for Health Statistics, 2026). More recent provisional
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data released in August 2026 predicted 67,798 overdose deaths for the twelve months ending in
March 2026, a 12.3 percent decline from the comparable earlier period (Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention, 2026). These figures should not be attributed to one office or one policy because
overdose mortality is affected by many factors, including drug supply, treatment access, naloxone
distribution, prevention, policing, prescribing, local interventions, and broader social conditions. They
nevertheless show why ONDCP requires current data: national strategy must change as fentanyl,
stimulants, adulterants, trafficking routes, and geographic patterns change. Coordination is
meaningful only when policy can respond to those evolving conditions.

Conclusion
ONDCP influences U.S. drug policy primarily by coordinating institutions rather than by controlling
every program directly. Its authority over the National Drug Control Strategy, budget review,
interagency coordination, community grants, and cross-sector initiatives allows it to connect
prevention, treatment, recovery, overdose response, enforcement, and interdiction within a national
framework. Current leadership under Director Sara Carter and the 2026 Strategy place strong
emphasis on disrupting illicit supply while retaining public-health components such as naloxone
access and post-overdose care (White House, 2026a; Office of National Drug Control Policy, 2026).
Historical debates over ONDCP funding demonstrate that the office’s capacity and policy balance can
change between administrations, which makes institutional transparency and evidence-based
evaluation relevant to assessing results. Declining overdose estimates in 2025 and early 2026
indicate lower estimated mortality but remain provisional in part and cannot establish the effect of
any single intervention. ONDCP performance can be assessed through measurable indicators covering
prevention, treatment access, overdose mortality and survival, public safety, program
implementation, and long-term recovery.
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