
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful 
 
 

Address by 

DR HUSSEIN A. GEZAIRY 

REGIONAL DIRECTOR 

WHO EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN REGION 

to the 

 
THE FIRST INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON THE  

PROPHYLACTIC ROLE OF THE FAMILY AND RELIGION TOWARDS DRUG 
ABUSE IN THE YOUNG 

 
Kuwait, 16–18 March 1998 

 
 

It gives me great pleasure to attend this important conference on the role of family 

and community in combating psychoactive substance use. I would like first to extend my 

gratitude to His Highness Sheikh Saad Al Abdullah Al Salem-Al-Sabah, the Crown Prince 

and Prime Minister, for his patronage of this meeting. I would also like to thank His 

Excellency, Dr Adel Khaled Al Sobeih, Minister of Public Health, and His Excellency 

Dr Abdel Rahman Al-Awadi, Chairman of the Kuwaiti Committee for Prevention of Drug 

Abuse, for their valuable work in all areas related to health in general and prevention of 

substance abuse in particular. Their joint leadership in sponsoring this conference is a 

symbol of their concern and dedication in this highly important health and human 

development issue. The World Health Organization sees drug abuse as one of the major 

health-related issues faced by humanity as this century comes to its close. I would also like 

to sincerely thank Dr Khaled Ahmad Al-Saleh, the general rapporteur of this conference, 

for all the organizational efforts made. 
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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

 Substance abuse in general is more than a health problem. It is a formidable moral, 

social and economic challenge with pandemic dimensions. Not a single country or place in 

the world can be certified as drug free, because at least one drug, namely tobacco, can be 

found everywhere, virtually without prohibition or legal ban. The same is true for alcohol 

in many places. Nor can any country be certified as drug free for illegal and illicit drugs. 

We do not know the exact extent or quantity of drug abuse, but it can be said with certainty 

that what we know is only the tip of the iceberg. We know that the geographical area of the 

Middle East is one of the areas of the world which is particularly threatened by the abuse 

of a variety of legal and illegal substances. In addition to tobacco and alcohol, which 

themselves constitute extremely dangerous health hazards to the population, both narcotic 

and psychotropic drugs are commonly abused. The region is also one of the most important 

transit areas of the world and as such is increasingly vulnerable to drug-related health, 

social and economic problems.  

 

  Today, I am not going to spend much time on the details of the drug scene in this part 

of the world; it is sufficient to underline the importance of the issue as a major problem 

endangering the health of our people. I would like, instead, to look at some of the social 

factors that, in one way or another contribute, to drug abuse, and to look at some realistic 

possibilities for prevention. I sincerely feel that if these issues are not addressed, realistic 

prevention of substance abuse will be extremely difficult, if not impossible.  

 

 I would like to start by pointing out that no matter how complex the bio-psychosocial 

causes of substance abuse might be, drug taking becomes a behaviour because the person 

concerned learns through experience that a certain drug gives temporary pleasure or 

temporary relief for physical or psychological pain. Such pain may be real or imaginary, as 

is the relief. The atmosphere and surrounding environment are also important factors in 

susceptibility to substance abuse. How much natural inhibition a person has is the direct 

result of the environment in which that person was raised. The pattern of pleasure-seeking 

behaviour is also, to a large extent, determined by the environment in which a person is 

raised. A very good example of this is the attitude towards alcohol in a practising Muslim 

family. A natural aversion is placed in the person from very early childhood that for all 
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practical purposes makes alcohol abuse a remote possibility. Let us see what some of the 

factors are that have the potential to encourage or discourage drug-seeking behaviour. We 

can draw up strategies for preventive action only through identification of these factors. 

 

 I will start by pointing to the situation of smoking and tobacco consumption, and 

I have a reason for doing so. The least prohibited and most legally available drug, and yet 

one of the most dangerous of all drugs, is tobacco. The tobacco industry targets very young 

people, still of school age, and cigarettes are almost always the first drug that teenagers 

experience. In addition to all the other health hazards tobacco poses, early experience with 

cigarettes functions as a moral eye opener to the world of drugs and makes drug-seeking 

behaviour look more natural. A person who has no inhibition about tobacco use is much 

more susceptible to all other drugs, and this has been shown in numerous studies. 

 

 Thanks to Islamic prohibition, alcohol is less of a problem in our part of the world, 

but we still have our share of alcohol abuse, and production and consumption of alcohol in 

many countries of our region is on the rise. There is no need to reiterate the health hazards 

associated with alcohol and its devastating effects on family and social life. I would, 

however, like to point out the high co-morbidity of the abuse of alcohol and illicit drugs. 

Alcohol also acts as a factor in reducing the internal control against drugs. Families that do 

not drink, based on religious or moral discipline, and that raise their children with an 

internal sense of aversion and natural prohibition are much better protected against other 

drugs. 

 

 Certain cultural elements induce favourable conditions, attitudes and atmosphere for 

substance abuse. The most recent report of the International Narcotics Control Board, 

which is the highest advisory body to the United Nations Commission on Narcotics, warns 

against some aspects of contemporary youth culture and the practices of the entertainment, 

and particularly the music, industry. This shows that in reality, some kinds of popular 

music and some of the attitudes of the mass media in general promote a favourable 

atmosphere for substance abuse. Positive references to the effects of psychedelic drugs 

occur in many popular songs and the association between some youth gatherings and the 

abuse of different substances is clear. Unfortunately, such cultural realities are no longer 

limited to the West. Youth gatherings with heavy, loud music and easy availability of 
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drugs can be found everywhere and with the communications revolution are expected to 

become more common. 

 

 The family is the most important social institution. The most basic aspects of an 

individual’s behaviour are shaped in the family. The most fundamental part of human 

learning, which is also the most durable, is shaped during childhood and in the family, and 

these include inner inhibitions and principles. The family is also the natural source of love 

and acceptance. A well functioning family would not induce the need to search for 

artificial gratification from outside. It provides a natural, secure atmosphere for exchange 

of ideas and sharing of emotions. It gives an opportunity to everybody to develop their 

talents and express their needs. It is responsive to different stages of children’s 

developmental needs and gives them an opportunity to discuss them, inducing an 

atmosphere of cooperation in finding solutions for everyone’s difficulties. It is an 

environment of sharing and trust, not fear and intimidation. Hardly anybody in such a 

family would feel a need to seek relief in drugs. But such a family is an ideal. In reality 

families constantly struggle with the individual, social, financial and other concerns of 

everyday life. Members of families in large cities, who lack the support of the larger 

extended family, are particularly prone to isolation and alienation and are more likely to be 

in need of help. Many parents are simply not aware of their children’s needs. Therefore, 

very well planned programmes for training families are necessary if their enormous and 

unique potential is to be used in health-related areas, particularly mental health and 

prevention of substance abuse.  

 

 Uninhibited sexual behaviour, to which a very powerful worldwide media gives tacit 

approval, is a serious cause for concern. Undoubtedly, major reasons for such concern are 

the moral and religious implications of such a phenomenon. However, this is not the whole 

story. There are also serious public health hazards associated with such behaviour. On the 

one hand, sexually transmitted diseases, and particularly AIDS, are among the major 

public health concerns of our time. On the other hand, the relationship between substance 

abuse and prevailing sexual norms is proven in many studies and social conditions. The 

failure to define some limits to human sexual behaviour not only endangers the 

foundations of human family and society, it also makes the human race vulnerable to many 
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dangerous health hazards, one of which is the increased susceptibility to all kinds of 

substance abuse. 
 

 Our schools can be among our greatest assets or liabilities in this regard. No 

institution except the family, and perhaps the electronic media, is more powerful than 

school. What children learn in school is far more than is prescribed in the official 

curriculum. Values and norms are set at school. Long-term relationships and friendships 

are made at school. In some communities, such as rural and slum areas in this region where 

literacy rates are low, schools can set norms for the whole community. With regard to 

substance abuse, schools can function as a resource for community action in prevention. 

Unfortunately, they also have the potential to be a source for propagation of this menace. 

Where criminal gangs are active schools are often the unfortunate scene of drug selling and 

of intimidation, and the abuse of drugs is more common in schoolchildren and adolescents 

in these areas.  

 

 We can continue this list of different factors and institutions that can positively or 

negatively affect substance abuse. However, in order to draw up plans for strategic action 

in an area as complex as substance abuse, we need to examine carefully some of the more 

fundamental issues that determine a given society’s susceptibility to such menaces. 

People’s attitudes towards different situations are shaped by these fundamental issues, of 

which none is more essential than the basic interpretation in a society of the rights of an 

individual versus the rights of the community. It is through this very basic stand that each 

society’s attitude towards major social concerns and dilemmas can be understood. 

 

For most of the 20th century, human societies have been the battleground between 

two opposing views and ideologies regarding the interpretation of human rights. Most of 

the history of this century in one way or another deals with this question, and still no 

agreed upon answer seems to exist.  

 

 On the one hand, we are faced with the Western way of thinking that recognizes the 

rights of the individual as the basic determinant of human rights. In this philosophy, the 

rights of the individual are placed to all intents and purposes above the rights of the 

community. In these societies, the main orientation of laws, regulations and attitudes, and 

the main function of the government are directed towards the protection of the rights of the 
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individual. It is a complex dynamic, closely bound up with economic philosophy, and 

countries differ in their interpretation of the extent of the individual’s rights and the 

components of those rights; but as a general rule, they give it priority over the rights of the 

community. As a result, the concepts of freedom and human rights in these countries are 

interpreted only according to the way in which society treats the individual. Seldom does 

one find any association between the rights of the community and the interpretation of 

freedom. Although in most instances a certain number of defined individual rights are 

protected, the result is often that the very individual whose rights are supposed to be so 

highly esteemed falls victim to a purely materialistic social condition and a decreased 

sense of community care. Individuals of all classes in these societies often find themselves 

under pressure to compete for attainment of material gain. Individuals who cannot compete 

on these terms may find themselves lonely, alienated from others and perhaps forced to 

live in isolation. This type of loneliness is particularly conducive to seeking of refuge in 

drugs and alcohol.  

 

 On the other hand, we are faced with a more or less purely community-based 

interpretation of human rights and freedom in different forms of communist systems. In 

these systems, the perception is that individual freedom is only derived from the 

community. Thus, the individual is frequently asked to sacrifice individuality and liberty 

for the sake of the whole community. In the early years of such systems, people tolerate 

the lack of tangible material incentives, through a feeling of participation in the cause of 

building a society based on equality and sharing. However, with the passage of the time 

and as individuals seek for forms of motivation and incentive, a huge bureaucracy is 

typically built around the system. Those in charge of the State machinery become the new 

rulers, enjoying a completely different standard of living and a level of power that cannot 

be matched by ordinary people. The end result is, again, alienation and susceptibility to 

escapism through drugs and alcohol.  

 

 Clearly, neither of these two systems offers meaningful answers to the everlasting 

human questions regarding life, death, destiny and meaning—the purely existential 

questions that are addressed by religion. Religion offers a way out of the basic dilemma of 

community versus individual rights by providing a belief system that respects the 

individual’s rights, but that never allows such rights to undermine the rights of the 
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community at large. In almost all religious teaching, and particularly in the teachings of 

Islam, professions, businesses, arts, entertainment and so on are all legitimate and 

necessary parts of human life. However, a line is drawn when any of these activities 

oppose health, well being and the future of the community. These types of community 

rights are entitled to be protected by the State as strongly as individual rights are protected.  

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

It seems to me that if we are really serious about primary prevention of such 

problems as substance abuse, we need to consider these fundamental issues. To be more 

clear, let me give some examples and put some questions. One example of sacrificing the 

individual freedom of some would-be traders can be found in the fact that almost all 

countries prohibit the free trade of narcotics, despite the concept of freedom of commerce. 

Why doesn’t the same rule apply to, for example, pornography, including child 

pornography, or sexual abuse of children, which have a proven relation to drug-related and 

other crimes? Why is it that in the presence of overwhelming data on the health hazards of 

tobacco, practically no restrictions are applied to the tobacco trade and the markets of 

many countries, including our region, are saturated with different brands of cigarettes? 

Why, in spite of all the medical evidence against alcohol, is no clear stand being taken to 

discourage its use? In order to draw up primary prevention strategies and plans we need to 

address these issues. Otherwise, actions such as the ban on production, trade and 

consumption of narcotics and other drugs with a potential for abuse, will also be 

ineffective. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

 I do not mean to cast doubt on the sincere steps that are being undertaken to ensure 

better planning for prevention of the abuse of substances of all kinds. I believe these 

measures have been and will be effective in reducing the threats of substance abuse. The 

World Health Organization is also a partner in these activities, particularly those dealing 

with prevention and demand reduction. I wish only to point out that, in dealing with an 

issue as complex as drug abuse, we need to use all the available resources in a concerted 

way. Supply reduction and demand reduction sectors at national, regional and international 
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level should work hand in hand. Separate strategies and vertical, isolated programmes 

cannot be effective for such a multifactorial human issue. Any strategy should have the 

capacity for integration at different levels. It should be compatible with the cultural and 

religious norms of the country. It should be capable of using different sectors, such as 

religious institutions, the education sector, the health sector, law enforcement agencies and 

so on, in a truly integrated way. Only then, can we hope for attainment of real results. This 

is the essence of the resource-oriented strategy that we advocate in the Eastern 

Mediterranean Region of the World Health Organization. 

 

 I would like to conclude by once again thanking all those who have helped in the 

preparation for this important meeting. I am certain that with more such sincere efforts as 

this meeting, we will be able to find better ways of dealing with drug abuse—one of the 

greatest human challenges of our time.  

 


