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Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you to the meeting on Role of Religion and 

Spirituality for the Prevention of Substance Abuse and Rehabilitation of Drug Users. To begin, I 

would like to thank Dr Abd El-Rahman Abdulla Al-Awadi, Director of the Islamic Organization 

of Medical Sciences (IOMS), Kuwait, and Dr Ahmad Ragai El Gendy, Secretary General 

Assistant, IOMS, Kuwait for initiating the idea and supporting this important meeting. I would 

also like to offer my thanks to all the national and international participants, whose contributions 

will undoubtedly enrich the deliberations of this meeting. 
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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

We all know that substance abuse is more than a health problem; it is a formidable moral, 

social and economic challenge with pandemic dimensions. Not a single country in the world can 

be called “drug free”. The Eastern Mediterranean Region is an important transit area of the world 

for illicit drugs. The people of the Region are increasingly vulnerable to drug-related health, 

social and economic problems. The question we need to face, and find an answer for, is the 

following: Why, despite all our efforts, do the issues related to substance abuse continue to 

increase in seriousness? Two years ago, the Regional Office set up an advisory panel, the 

Regional Advisory Panel on Impact of Drugs (RAPID), to address this problem. The Panel has 

met three times in the past two years, and good progress has been made in understanding the 

nature, extent, and consequences of drug abuse in countries of the Region. 

Dear colleagues,  

One very striking aspect of substance use and dependence is the role of youth. It is 

important for all of us to focus our efforts on reducing the demand among young people. Work 

with young people is in progress in a number of countries such as Egypt, Islamic Republic of 

Iran, Kuwait, Morocco and Saudi Arabia. There are many reasons that working with this age 

group is important, and here I refer to only a few. First, providing education and skills to cope 

with the developmental needs of the youth can reduce the demand for substance use and 

dependence. Second, the involvement of young people can have a larger effect on society, as 

youths bring fresh ideas and energy to the community. Third, the skills that are shared with 

youths to address substance use also have beneficial effects in reducing other behavior-related 

problems such as suicide, violence and risk-taking behaviour. It is well known that school-based 

programmes, especially life-skills education programmes, are effective in preventing substance 

use and promoting mental health. I would like to see life-skills education become a regular part of 

the school curriculum.  

The recent report from Beirut about the inverse association between spirituality and 

smoking behaviour has important implications for our work. Religion and spirituality have a 

special place in the hearts and minds of the people of the Region. It is important for us to find  
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ways and means of making the best use of religious beliefs, attitudes and practices to prevent the 

problem of substance abuse and in the treating persons dependent on drugs. I welcome this 

initiative to address this issue scientifically and look forward to its support. 

I also want to draw your special attention to the need for minimizing the health 

consequences of drugs, especially the injectable drugs spreading HIV/AIDS. There is an urgent 

need to initiate  strategies to reduce the harms associated with substance abuse in Member States. 

The development of needle exchange programmes and use of maintenance treatments, such as in  

the Islamic Republic of Iran, and the activism of former substance users as leaders to bring about 

change, as in Oman, are positive developments. There is a need for closer cooperation between 

the programmes for AIDS and sexually transmitted diseases and for mental health, in order to 

make antiretroviral drugs available to injecting drug users and to develop outreach and public 

education programmes to reduce social stigma.   

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

In conclusion, I am delighted that this meeting will examine and identify methods to use 

religion and spirituality to address the problem of drug dependence.  

Finally, I thank all the guests and assure you of our continued cooperation and wish all 

success to this meeting. 

God bless you all. 


