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Your Royal Highness Princess Lalla Salma, Your Excellency the Minister of Health, Mrs 

Yasmina Baddou, Distinguished guests, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Today is a historical day. It is historical because we are addressing an issue which is 

important for the entire Eastern Mediterranean Region––the issue of access to controlled 

medicines. It is hoped that over the course of this meeting initiatives aimed at providing 

adequate pain management to all patients in need, already implemented in several 

countries, including the Kingdom of Morocco and Jordan, will be further strengthened.  

A wide range of medical conditions require the need for access to controlled 

medicines. One important condition is pain. Cancer and a range of other conditions such 

as HIV, sickle cell anaemia and surgery may be accompanied by moderate or severe pain, 

however, the issue of adequate pain management is often not addressed. What we see is 

very low use of medicines, such as morphine, to treat pain which means that patients are 

not being treated adequately. 

Out of a global population of 6.5 billion people, WHO has calculated that 

approximately 5.7 billion people live in countries in which their pain will not be 

adequately managed if they are in need of pain treatment. These countries sadly include 

all of the countries in the Eastern Mediterranean Region.  

 

  



2 
 

An exaggerated fear of the harmful and hazardous use of opioid medicines, possibly 

resulting in dependence, has led to a situation over decades in which rules are very strict 

in most countries, and in practice, patients who qualify for pain treatment are not given 

access to these medicines. Moreover, many physicians do not want to prescribe opioids 

as they lack the knowledge to do so, never having been taught this skill. 

Opioids are also used in the treatment of opioid dependence. Opioid dependence, 

usually is dependence on injected illicit heroin. Patients becoming dependent on 

morphine is rare. Patients with heroin dependence have a right to be treated for this 

disorder and this is now addressed in countries of the Region by the MENAHRA project: 

the Middle East and Northern African Harm Reduction Association, to which WHO is a 

partner.  

The MENAHRA project is important because treatment with methadone and 

buprenorphine, both opioids, effectively reduces and prevents injecting drug use and thus 

contributes to containing the hepatitis B and C and the HIV/AIDS epidemic. However, it 

is estimated that, worldwide, only 8% of injecting drug users have access to treatment for 

opioid dependence and it is assumed that this figure is similar in the Eastern 

Mediterranean Region. Working on this aspect of access to controlled medicines is 

important as it can help to keep HIV prevalence low in your countries. 

There are more medicines that could be discussed but I want to mention one in 

particular that has problematic access around the world. This is phenobarbital, an anti-

epileptic and controlled medicine, not an opioid. The exact extent of the problem of 

access to this medicine is unknown, but it is known that many patients with epilepsy are 

not being treated with this medicine for their disabling disease. 

Over the next three days it is hoped that this meeting will study and analyse access 

to opioid medicines and plan for improvement at the country level. We have a number of 

international experts who will assist us in this and I am confident that we will make great 

progress.  

I want to thank all of you who made this meeting possible, in particular the donors, 

one of which is the Lalla Salma Association Against Cancer and represented here today 
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by Your Royal Highness. A full list of donors can be found on the meeting programme. 

We are very happy with their support, for without this, we would not have been able to 

organize this meeting. WHO also thanks the other organizers and co-organizers for their 

support. Several of them have made a great effort in organizing this meeting. 

On behalf of Dr Hussein A. Gezairy, WHO Regional Director for the Eastern 

Mediterranean Region, I wish you all a very productive meeting. 

 


