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Regulatory control and the 
rational use of drugs 
Tokuo Yoshida 

New drugs ore constantly being developed by the pharmaceutical industry. Reviewing and 
updating the list of controlled drugs is essential. 

Since time immemorial, man has 
been using certain plants to 
relieve pain and help control 

disease. The active principles of 
these medicinal plants are now better 
understood and some have been 
chemically synthesized for use in 
treating illnesses and improving 
health. Unfortunately some of these 
drugs became abused, often leading 
to a state of dependence known as 
"addiction". This dual nature of 
certain drugs makes it necessary to 
limit their use strictly for medical 
and scientific purposes. 

Opium was the first drug whose 
risk of addiction was recognized 
internationally fo llowing the Opium 
War in China, around 1840. By 
1912, the international community 
had reached an agreement to control 
opium. Since then, many other drugs 
have also been brought under con
trol. Because of the international 
nature of drug problems, especially 
the smuggling of illicit drugs across 

national boundaries, there is need for 
concerted action at the international 
level. Today, three major drug con
trol treaties define the various control 
measures to be applied at the national 
and international levels . They are: 
• the Single Convention on 

Narcotic Drugs, 1961 (for sub
stances derived from opium, 
coca leaves and cannabis, and 
syntheti c substances simi lar to 
these); 

• the Convention on Psychotropic 
Substances, 1971 (for hallucino
gens , stimulants and depressants 
of both synthetic and natural 
origin); 

• the United Nations Convention 
against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic 
Drugs and Psychotropic 
Substances, 1988. 

Unlike the first two conventions, 
WHO has a less specific role to play 
in applying the last convention, 
which aims at strengthening control 

lt is important to remember 
that many of the drugs that 
come under international 
control regulations are very 
effective pharmaceutical 
products of modem medicine. 

measures against the illicit traffic in 
drugs. 

The first two of the above con
ventions give WHO specific respon
sibi lity to review psychoactive 
substances from a medical and scien
tific point of view, and to make 
recommendations to the United 
Nations concern ing their interna
tional control. Although the UN 
takes the final decision on the inter
national control status of psycho
active substances , WHO provides 
the medical and scientific basis for 
that decision. 

This review by WHO is carried 
out through the regular collection of 
information on substances of abuse, 
and through timely assessment of 
collected information by the Expert 
Committee on Drug Dependence. 
Since 1949, WHO has reviewed 
more than 400 psychoactive sub
stances. Based on WHO's recom
mendations and the decisions of the 
UN, the number of controlled sub
stances has increased by five and a 
half times (to 116) as regards nar
cotic drugs and by three times (to 
Ill ) as regards psychotropic sub
stances. 

The control system has been 
successful in many countries in 
limiting the diversion of licit drugs 
into illicit distribution channels. 
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Drug trafficking is highly organized - all the more reason for concerted regulatory control at the 
international level. 

However, some developing countries 
do not have adequate means to im
plement regulations effectively. In 
response to requests from such coun
tries, WHO supports national efforts 
to improve their regulatory systems. 

Changing patterns 

New drugs are developed by the 
pharmaceutical industry in pursuit of 
more effective treatment, but also by 
chemists in clandestine laboratories 
in an attempt to avoid existing legal 
controls. Some of these new drugs 
have a similar abuse liability to those 
already under control. In order to 
cope with the changing patterns of 
drug abuse, it is vital to constantly 
review and update the list of con
trolled drugs. 

Cumbersome procedures 

International regulations define the 
procedures to follow in handling 
controlled drugs, but they are not 
designed to restrict the therapeutic 
use of such drugs. However, when 
these procedures and reporting sys
tems become too cumbersome, they 
discourage the use of controlled 
drugs for medical purposes. This 
contradicts the aim of the regula
tions, and it is the patients who 
suffer. 

In order to avoid excessive con
trols becoming an impediment to the 
appropriate therapeutic use of con
trolled drugs , WHO advocates a 
more balanced regulatory approach. 
Thi s approach is particularly impor
tant during emergency relief opera
tions . More simplified regulatory 
procedures are needed in order to 

An excessive fear of addiction 
can reduce the prescribing of con
trolled drugs. Freedom from pain is 
an important element of good care, 
particularly for patients suffering 
from incurable diseases, yet in some 
countries only small quantities of 
narcotic analgesics, such as mor
phine, are allotted to control chronic 
pain in terminal cancer patients. 
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This concern that the medical use of 
morphine and related drugs might 
fuel the problem of drug abuse in the 
community has been identified as 
one reason for their underuse. In 
studying this matter, WHO experts 
became aware of the existing mis
conception about the definition of 
"addiction", and made it clear that 
the manifestation of withdrawal 
syndromes in cancer patients who 
are given morphine should not, by 
itself, be considered as evidence of 
"addiction". 

In the case of hypnotic and 
anxiolytic drugs, it is known that 
excessive prescription can lead to 
long-term habitual use, continuing 
even after the disappearance of the 
illnesses for which these drugs were 
initially prescribed. Through educa
tional activities in collaboration with 
professional organizations, WHO 
promotes rational prescribing prac
tices to avoid both underuse and 
overuse of controlled drugs. • 
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It is important to remember that 
many controlled drugs are very 
effective pharmaceutical products of 
modern medicine. Morphine, for 
example, a narcotic drug derived 
from opium, is an effective analgesic 
to control severe pain in surgical 
operations or to mitigate chronic pain 
experienced by many cancer patients . 
Codeine is a mild pain killer, also 
used for the suppression of coughs. 
Phenobarbital is essential for the 
control of some symptoms of 
epilepsy. Several benzodiazepine
type depressant drugs, although 
abused by some people, are effective 
medicines for anxiety and insomnia 
if used properly. 

ensure that hu
manitarian sup
plies of controlled 
drugs reach the 
si tes of emergen
cies without de lay. 
WHO is collabo
rating with other 
UN organizations 
to explore practi
cal ways of per
mitting a quicker 
response to the 
health needs of 
disaster-stricken 
populations. 

More simplified regulatory procedures are needed to maintain the flow of 
humanitarian supplies of controlled drugs. 


