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Editorial 

Substance abuse is 
a health issue 

We need to educate 
communities, particularly the 
young, on how to cope in a 
society where drugs 
proliferate. This is only 
possible if politico/leaders, 
law-makers and society at 
large recognize the many 
dimensions of the drug 
problem and all work together 
to support the response of 
health professionals. 

5 ubstance abuse has touched 
every corner of the world. 
Epidemics shift from one region 

to another and between different 
substances. New and often more 
harmful drugs and patterns of use are 
replacing traditional practices. 
Modern drugs of abuse are often 
injected, bringing the risk of HIV 
infection on top of drug dependence. 
The tobacco industry is taking 
advantage of the huge untapped mar
kets of the developing world . The 
traditional and controlled use of 
alcohol in rites and ceremonies is 
giving way to casual drunkenness. 

The problems no longer relate to 
the use of only one or a few drugs. 
More often, users move from one 
drug to another and use combinations 
of different substances. In many 
societies, habit-forming exposure to 
tobacco, alcohol and drugs can start 
at a very early age, with grave con
sequences for health in later life. 
Substance abuse, a major pre
ventable cause of morbidity and 

mortality in most regions of the 
world, is thus ultimately a health 
ISSUe. 

WHO, with its unique health ex
pertise and longstanding work in the 
areas of research, care and treatment, 
as well as its international network 
of clinical and research scientists, is 
ideally placed to confront this issue. 
In 1990 we established the 
Programme on Substance Abuse, 
which addresses health problems 
and social aspects of the use of vari
ous forms of psychoactive sub
stances, including alcohol , tobacco, 
pharmaceuticals, illicit drugs, 
indigenous plants and inhalants . 

The complexities and scope of 
drug problems require an equally 
complex and integrated response. 
We need to strike a balance in our 
policies, acknowledging that many 
psychoactive substances play an im
portant role in our societies and in 
health care but, at the same time, 
they may be misused and cause con
siderable harm. Prevention of abuse 
can take the form of promoting 
healthy lifestyles and reducing 
health risks, while insisting that the 
rights of each individual should be 
respected at all times. 

Considering the pervasive nature 
of the problem, which cuts across 
geographical and sociocultural 
boundaries, it is essential that we 
involve communities and primary 
health care systems in our policies 
for prevention, care and rehabilita
tion. Communities must be prepared 
and equipped to treat and care for 
those who have already been 
harmed, and to confront the physical 
diseases, mental disorders and social 
disruption which substance abuse 
entails. We need to educate commu
nities, particularly the young, on 
how to cope with the risk of sub-
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stance abuse and especially in a soci
ety where drugs proliferate. Such 
actions are possible only if political 
leaders, law-makers and society at 
large recognize the many dimen
sions of the drug problem and if they 
all work together to support the 
response of health ministries and 
professionals. In addition, of course, 
health policies must take into 
account drug issues just as drug 
policies must take into account and 
integrate health issues and 
approaches. 

As we work towards our goal of 
health for all, the social and health 
policies we design and implement to 
address the issue of substance abuse 
must be based on the concepts of 
equity and solidarity, emphasizing 
individual and collective respon
sibility and placing health within the 
overall framework of social develop
ment and the fulfilment of each 
individual's potential. • 

A psychoac tive substance, 
sometimes referred to simply as a 
"substance" , is any - licit or illicit 
- product which affects the 
normal way in which a person's 
mind or body works, and w hich 
may cause intoxication or lead to 
dependence . Suc h su bsta nces 
include tobacco , heroi n, 
cocaine, am phetamine, vola ti le 
solvents , some prescr iption 
medications and alcohol. 


