
Report on the

Regional Health Alliance meeting on 
strengthening public health action on 

substance use through UN collaboration

 Cairo, Egypt
1 June 2025

WHO-EM/WHD/024/E



WHO-EM/WHD/024/E 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Report on the 

 

Regional Health Alliance meeting on 
strengthening public health action on 

substance use through UN collaboration 

 
Cairo, Egypt 
1 June 2025 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



© World Health Organization 2025 

Some rights reserved. This work is available under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 
3.0 IGO licence (CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 IGO; https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo).  

Under the terms of this licence, you may copy, redistribute and adapt the work for non-commercial purposes, 
provided the work is appropriately cited. In any use of this work, there should be no suggestion that WHO endorses 
any specific organization, products or services. The use of the WHO logo is not permitted. If you adapt the work, 
then you must license your work under the same or equivalent Creative Commons licence. If you create a translation 
of this work, you should add the following disclaimer along with the suggested citation: “This translation was not 
created by the World Health Organization (WHO). WHO is not responsible for the content or accuracy of this 
translation. The original English edition shall be the binding and authentic edition”.  

Any mediation relating to disputes arising under the licence shall be conducted in accordance with the mediation 
rules of the World Intellectual Property Organization. 

Suggested citation. Report on the Regional Health Alliance meeting on strengthening public health action on 
substance use through UN collaboration. Cairo: WHO Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean; 2025. Licence: 
CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 IGO. 

Sales, rights and licensing. To purchase WHO publications, see http://apps.who.int/bookorders. To submit requests 
for commercial use and queries on rights and licensing, see http://www.who.int/about/licensing. 

Third-party materials. If you wish to reuse material from this work that is attributed to a third party, such as tables, 
figures or images, it is your responsibility to determine whether permission is needed for that reuse and to obtain 
permission from the copyright holder. The risk of claims resulting from infringement of any third-party-owned 
component in the work rests solely with the user. 

General disclaimers. The designations employed and the presentation of the material in this publication do not 
imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of the World Health Organization concerning the legal 
status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or 
boundaries. Dotted lines on maps represent approximate border lines for which there may not yet be full agreement. 

The mention of specific companies or of certain manufacturers’ products does not imply that they are endorsed or 
recommended by the World Health Organization in preference to others of a similar nature that are not mentioned. 
Errors and omissions excepted, the names of proprietary products are distinguished by initial capital letters. 

All reasonable precautions have been taken by the World Health Organization to verify the information contained in 
this publication. However, the published material is being distributed without warranty of any kind, either expressed 
or implied. The responsibility for the interpretation and use of the material lies with the reader. In no event shall the 
World Health Organization be liable for damages arising from its use. 

 
Document WHO-EM/WHD/024/E 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo
http://apps.who.int/bookorders
http://www.who.int/about/licensing


CONTENTS 

1. Introduction ............................................................................................................................ 1 

2. Summary of discussions ......................................................................................................... 2 

3. Meeting recommendations and next steps ............................................................................. 3 

Annex 1. programme ...................................................................................................................... 4 

Annex 2. List of participants ........................................................................................................... 5 

Annex 3. Links to presentations and a video shown during the meeting ....................................... 8 

 



WHO-EM/WHD/024/E 
 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Substance use is a significant public health issue with far-reaching impacts on security, safety and 
development. It can cost up to 2% of gross domestic product in some countries through crime, the 
impact on health and lost productivity. Globally, approximately 292 million people, or 5.6% of 
those aged 15 to 64, were reported to have used drugs in 2022. Alarmingly, 64 million individuals 
are struggling with substance use disorders. In the WHO Eastern Mediterranean Region, drug use 
affects 6.7% of the population. However, stigma and unequal access to medications mean that only 
1 in 13 individuals with substance use disorders in the Region received treatment in 2022, 
compared with 1 in 11 globally. Often, responses to substance use rely on punitive measures, law 
enforcement and restricting supply. However, these approaches reinforce stigma and overlook 
essential prevention and harm reduction efforts. 

Recognizing these pressing needs, the WHO Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean 
launched a regional flagship initiative on accelerating public health action on substance use, which 
was endorsed by the WHO Regional Committee for the Eastern Mediterranean at its 71st session 
in 2024. Through contextualized, evidence-based public health interventions in both stable and 
emergency settings, the regional flagship initiative aims to reduce the morbidity, mortality and 
social costs associated with substance use disorders. Specifically, the initiative aims to prevent 
substance use initiation among vulnerable populations, reduce substance availability, promote 
accessibility to services for the management of substance use disorders, and strengthen monitoring, 
surveillance and evidence generation. 

The Regional Health Alliance (RHA) is a key mechanism for enhancing the delivery of the health-
related Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) through interagency cooperation across the 
WHO’s Eastern Mediterranean Region. The WHO Regional Director’s flagship initiatives aim to 
build and strengthen partnerships with RHA members, building on WHO’s convening mandate, 
and respecting the mandates of the various United Nations (UN) agencies, to advance the 
implementation of the initiatives’ activities through enhanced collaboration among UN agencies, 
leveraging their respective comparative advantages. 

On 1 June 2025, WHO convened a hybrid in-person/virtual high-level interagency meeting in 
Cairo, Egypt, of selected UN agencies – the International Organization for Migration (IOM), Joint 
United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS), United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), United Nations Industrial 
Development Organization (UNIDO) and United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) 
– on strengthening public health action on substance use through UN collaboration, leveraging the 
collaborative platform of the RHA. 

The purpose of the meeting was to seek synergies and embark on joint action to address the challenge of 
substance use in the Eastern Mediterranean Region by enabling and strengthening effective collaboration 
between RHA members to leverage the power and potential of the joint UN agencies’ action.  
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The meeting’s specific objectives were to: 

• strengthen coordinated interagency regional support to address substance use; 
• identify possibilities to undertake joint country missions and support country-level policy 

dialogues; 
• develop country-level support plans and align agency contributions; and 
• develop joint proposals for resource mobilization. 

2. SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

Participants were briefed on the activities being conducted to operationalize the UN Common Position 
on Drugs in response to drug problems in the Middle East and North Africa, with extensive 
consultations being undertaken with UN agencies, the League of Arab States and the Arab Interior 
Ministers Council to anchor drug policies within broader UN planning and funding platforms.  

The UN Common Position on Drugs, adopted in November 2018, provides for drug policies to focus 
on human rights, public health and sustainable development, in line with the SDGs, and to reorient 
policies to shift from a purely repressive approach to a more balanced response. This aligns well with 
the regional flagship initiative. 

The Common Position calls for integrating harm reduction, increasing access to voluntary treatment 
and abolishing disproportionate sanctions, including for personal use or possession. It also stresses 
engagement in discussions to identify key strategic areas and lead agencies, current country activities, 
and plans for the development of jointly-resourced country support workplans to accelerate the 
implementation of the flagship initiative for the period 2025–2028. 

UNODC highlighted the importance of generating research and increasing the availability of good 
quality data, and expressed its commitment to joint resource mobilization, with a focus on specific 
country action. 

IOM highlighted the need for integrating substance use interventions within broader mental health and 
psychosocial support programmes for mobile and migrant populations through enhanced partnerships 
and multisectoral action, and linking mental health and psychosocial support, substance use treatment 
and social integration and supporting national health systems. 

UNICEF highlighted the need to integrate substance use interventions within primary health care, and 
using it as a platform for working across different systems and sectors to build on existing efforts to 
address substance use in children and adolescents through social and behaviour change interventions, 
including on parenting and child protection. 

UNHCR reiterated the significance of integrating refugees and other forcibly displaced people into the 
initiative to achieve its objectives. In this regard, bilateral discussions with UN sister agencies and 
UNHCR country operations will be initiated. 
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UNAIDS outlined its focus on three critical areas of work: scaling up harm reduction interventions and 
expanding access to life-saving interventions, such as needle-syringe programmes and opioid agonist 
therapy; combating stigma and discrimination; and strengthening information generation. UNAIDS 
confirmed its commitment to building cohesive regional strategies and supporting national policy 
reform in areas such as integrating harm reduction and human rights into the substance use response. 
UNAIDS indicated its readiness to collaborate on joint grant proposals. 

3. MEETING RECOMMENDATIONS AND NEXT STEPS  

There is strong momentum across countries to address substance use within broader mental health and 
psychosocial support and health system frameworks. Coordination platforms, both governmental and 
UN-based, are crucial for this. Continued national cross-sectoral dialogue and concrete planning tools 
will be key to moving from the development of high-level strategy to implementation of the flagship 
initiative to accelerate action on substance use in the Region. 

Following the meeting’s discussions, the following recommendations and way forward were identified. 

At the regional level 

1. Develop a Gantt chart to map the proposed strategic activities of the substance use flagship 
initiative for RHA members and their contribution to these activities. 

2. Ensure resident coordinators are engaged and briefed on progress. 
3. Hold quarterly meetings of RHA members to monitor the progress of the flagship initiative. 
4. Explore the use of mechanisms such as the Health in All Policies approach and the UHC 2030 

Global Compact for better coordination. 
5. Identify substance use research priorities. 

At country level 

6. Refine and agree on key performance indicators with government representatives to better 
reflect ongoing efforts and progress. 

7. Explore the establishment of high-level government coordination bodies.  
8. Develop a communications strategy to shift societal perceptions, including related to khat use. 
9. Utilize existing national platforms for centralized reporting. 
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ANNEX 1. PROGRAMME 

Timeframe Agenda item Key speaker(s) 

12:30–12:35  Welcome, rationale and objectives of 
the meeting 

Dr Adham Ismail, Director, 
Programme Management, WHO 
Regional Office for the Eastern 
Mediterranean 

12:35–12:45  Introduction to the regional flagship 
initiative for accelerating the public 
health response to substance use  

Dr Hanan Balkhy, Regional Director, 
WHO Regional Office for the Eastern 
Mediterranean 

12:45–12:50 Presentation on the regional flagship 
initiative 

Dr Khalid Saeed, Regional Adviser, 
Mental Health and Substance Use, 
WHO Regional Office for the Eastern 
Mediterranean 

12:50–12:55  Video: Substance use in focus: 
mobilizing regional action for public 
health impact 

 

12:55–13:35  Regional Directors’/Representatives’ 
interventions on strategic areas of 
focus for addressing substance use 

• Dr Asmara Lua Achcar, Deputy 
Regional Director, IOM 

• Ms Cristina Albertin, Regional 
Director, UNODC 

• Dr Walid Ibrahim, Country 
Manager, UNAIDS  

• Dr Sowmya Kadandale, Regional 
Health Advisor, UNICEF  

• Mr Sherzod Zairzhanov, Senior 
Operations Officer, UNHCR 

13:35–14:15  Moderated discussion  Moderator: Dr Adham Ismail 
Discussion: All participants 

14:15–14:30  Conclusion and way forward • Dr Adham Ismail 
• Dr Khalid Saeed 
• Dr Jamal Nasher, Coordinator, 

Gender Equality, Human Rights 
and Health Equity, WHO Regional 
Office for the Eastern 
Mediterranean 
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ANNEX 2. LIST OF PARTICIPANTS 

Dr Asmara Lua Achcar  
Deputy Regional Director 
IOM  

Dr Walid Ibrahim 
Country Manager 
UNAIDS 

Mr Sherzod Zairzhanov 
Senior Operations Officer 
UNHCR 

Dr Sowmya Kadandale 
Regional Health Adviser 
UNICEF 

Ms Cristina Albertin 
Regional Director 
UNODC 

Ms Mirna Bouhabib  
Deputy Representative 
UNODC 

Dr Mohammad Tariq Sonnan 
Head of Libya Office 
UNODC 

Dr Hanan Hassan Balkhy 
Regional Director  
WHO 

Dr Adham Abdel Moneim 
Director, Programme Management 
WHO 

Dr Mohammed Jama 
Advisor to the Regional Director 
WHO 

Dr Asmus Hammerich 
Director, Noncommunicable Diseases and Mental Health/acting Director, Healthier Populations 
WHO 

Dr Awad Mataria 
Director, Department of Universal Health Coverage/Health Systems 
WHO 
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Dr Arash Rashidian 
Director, Science, information and Dissemination 
WHO 

Dr Ahmed Zouiten 
Regional Emergency Director/WHO Representative Libya 
WHO 

Ms Christina Bethke  
Acting WHO Representative, Syrian Arab Republic  
WHO 

Dr Joumana Hermez 
WHO Representative, Djibouti 
WHO 

Dr Ferima Zerbo 
Acting WHO Representative, Yemen 
WHO 

Ms Valeria de Oliveira Cruz 
Coordinator, Country Cooperation and Collaboration 
WHO 

Dr Samar El Feky 
Regional Adviser, Health Promotion and Social Determinants of Health 
WHO 

Dr Gulin Fethiye Gedik 
Regional Adviser, Health Workforce 
WHO 

Dr Quamrul Hasan 
Regional Adviser, Immunization, Vaccine Preventable Diseases and Polio Transition 
WHO 

Dr Mehrnaz Kheirandish 
Regional Adviser, Evidence and Data to Policy 
WHO 

Dr Houda Langar 
Regional Adviser, Access to Medicines and Health Technologies 
WHO 

Dr Khalid Saeed 
Regional Adviser Mental Health 
WHO 

Dr Gabriel Eduardo 
WHO Health Emergencies Programme Team Lead 
WHO  
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Dr Nevin Wilson 
Unit Head, Health, Emergencies, and Tuberculosis and Neglected Tropical Diseases 
WHO 

Dr Manuel De Lara 
Public Health Officer 
WHO 

Dr Edwina Zoghbi 
Public Health Officer 
WHO 

Ms Asmaa Elalfy 
Technical Officer, Communication 
WHO 

Dr Dalia Elasi 
Technical Officer, Noncommunicable Diseases and Mental Health 
WHO 

Dr Wafaa Elsawy 
Consultant, Noncommunicable Diseases and Mental Health 
WHO 

RHA Secretariat  

Dr Jamal Nasher 
Coordinator, SDGs and Gender Equality, Human Rights and Health Equity 
WHO 

Ms Grazia Perreca 
Programme Officer 
WHO 

Ms Micaela Pereira 
Technical Officer 
WHO 

Ms Nourhan Elrifaie 
Gender Equality, Human Rights and Health Equity Officer 
WHO 

Ms Rita Meimari 
Senior Administrative Assistant 
WHO 

Ms Odette Matta 
Administrative Assistant 
WHO 



WHO-EM/WHD/024/E 
Page 8 

 

ANNEX 3. LINKS TO PRESENTATIONS AND A VIDEO SHOWN DURING THE 
MEETING 

Strengthening public health action on substance use through promoting collaboration and 
partnerships  

Operationalizing the UN Common Position on Drugs: advancing integrated drug responses in 
MENA through a unified approach  

Substance use in focus: mobilizing regional action for public health impact (video presented during 
the meeting) 

https://acrobat.adobe.com/id/urn:aaid:sc:VA6C2:62ea2dd4-f773-45a1-8ed3-f8d4248a9b1c
https://acrobat.adobe.com/id/urn:aaid:sc:VA6C2:62ea2dd4-f773-45a1-8ed3-f8d4248a9b1c
https://acrobat.adobe.com/id/urn:aaid:sc:VA6C2:1421b189-32c2-4ff7-b943-1fe59af51956
https://acrobat.adobe.com/id/urn:aaid:sc:VA6C2:1421b189-32c2-4ff7-b943-1fe59af51956
https://worldhealthorg.sharepoint.com/sites/CRP/_layouts/15/stream.aspx?id=%2Fsites%2FCRP%2FCommunication%20for%20Health%2FCorporate%20Communication%2FStudio%2FVideos%2F2025%2F25%2D10%5FNCDs%2F250527%20%2D%20Substance%20use%20flagship%20initiative%20video%5FFinal%2Emp4&ga=1&referrer=StreamWebApp%2EWeb&referrerScenario=AddressBarCopied%2Eview%2E44c119ff%2D5f97%2D4b75%2Dbe6c%2Dc5ac3e3aa9da
https://worldhealthorg.sharepoint.com/sites/CRP/_layouts/15/stream.aspx?id=%2Fsites%2FCRP%2FCommunication%20for%20Health%2FCorporate%20Communication%2FStudio%2FVideos%2F2025%2F25%2D10%5FNCDs%2F250527%20%2D%20Substance%20use%20flagship%20initiative%20video%5FFinal%2Emp4&ga=1&referrer=StreamWebApp%2EWeb&referrerScenario=AddressBarCopied%2Eview%2E44c119ff%2D5f97%2D4b75%2Dbe6c%2Dc5ac3e3aa9da
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