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ABSTRACT 

After a series of instability Iraq confronted in the past decades, the drug abuse issue has grown and 

is now a complex national concern where the rise in drug transshipment through the country and 

neighbor countries accompanies noticeable increased consumption of drugs especially those 

associated with transnational criminal networks such as amphetamines. This is a descriptive cross-

sectional epidemiological study conducted in Al-Najaf governorate from January to March 2024, 

qualitative data based on the correction institutions of the Ministry of the Interior using a non-

probability sample since lack of precise sample frame or data about the real prevalence or rate of 

the problem. The study recruited 288 drug users all between 20-64 years, 31(10.8%) were females 

and 257(89.2%) were males (49%). 237 (82%) of the drug users of young adults between 20 to 40 

years old. The objective was to investigate personal history and examine the extent and patterns of 

the abuse of drugs, using a structured questionnaire designed and modified after reviewing relevant 

studies. The study found that the majority of the participants smoked nicotine throughout their lifetime 

as 60.8% smoked hookah, 15% smoked e-cigarettes and 86% smoked cigarettes with about 75% 

current heavy smokers, 51% of participants used alcohol as lifetime prevalence with more than 32% 

used it weekly. A large percentage: 88% abused more than one type of illicit drug with amphetamine 

stimulants (methamphetamine and fenethylline) as the most commonly abused illicit drugs among the 

majority of the participants. The lifetime prevalence of prescription drug use was 86%. 60% used 

more than one method of administration, while 8% used drugs by injection. The study concluded that 

a large percentage of the study participants were polydrug abusers with extensive patterns of use 

which revealed the complex status of which stresses a holistic approach to managing the problem. 
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INTRODUCTION 

       Substance abuse refers to the use of a substance to modify or control mood or state of mind in a 

manner that is illegal or harmful to oneself or others and is considered problematic use, or abuse. 

Substance use disorders (SUDs) have been associated with a substantial increase in mortality and 

morbidity worldwide over the last decades. As well as harms to individual and public health, illicit 

drug use contributes to problems that transcend borders. These include increases in drug trafficking 

and access to unregulated drugs, the rise of infectious diseases related to drugs [1]. According to ICD-

10(International Classification of Diseases), a medical classification list by World Health 

Organization (WHO) recognizes psychoactive substances as those, the self-administration of which 

produces mental and behavioral disorders. The list includes alcohol, opioids, cannabinoids, sedatives 

and hypnotics, cocaine, caffeine and other stimulating agents, hallucinogens, tobacco and other 
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volatile substance. The more alarming matter is the recent surge in the rate of the involvement of the 

young population into this hazardous problem with its physical, social, psychological, economic, and 

health implications [2].  

      

    Statistically speaking, 2 billion worldwide 

populations consume alcoholic beverages, out 

of which 76.3 million have disorders having 

suicidal tendencies. Other psychological 

changes include mood disorders like anxiety, 

depression, thought disorders, and personality 

disorders. Tobacco causes more death than all 

psychoactive substances combined, including 

3 million premature deaths (6% of total) and 

30% of all cancer deaths [3]. In 2021, one in 

seventeen people between 15 to 64 years had 

abused drugs in the past year worldwide as 

23% more than the earlier decade where 36 

million of people had abused amphetamines, 

22 million used cocaine and 20 million had 

abused "ecstasy" while 60million of people 

engaged in opioid abuse. The estimation is that 

there 39-5 million people suffers substance use 

disorders worldwide in 2021 with only 20% 

received treatment. Liver diseases attribute to 

hepatitis C account for half of drug related 

deaths with half million deaths related to drug 

in 2019 [4]. 

       In Iraq, the problem is relatively recent, 

and it seems that it is growing very fast. During 

last period, Iraq has witnessed a noticeable 

increase in substance abuse, and this 

phenomenon has become a major threat to the 

health, security and economic system of the 

community.[5]Summary by UNODC (2024) 

mentioned that Iraqi public health service 

registered rise in substance use disorders 

where the numbers doubled to 6101 in 2021 

compared to only 2979 in 2019.There is 

insufficient research or a clear and accurate 

picture of the extent of the problem of the 

spread of drug abuse in Iraq [6],[7], so this 

study attempted to shed light on this 

phenomenon and explore the types of 

substances that are widely abused, and the rate 

of such abuse to help develop a clear and 

accurate picture that helps decision-makers 

find solutions to this growing health problem. 

METHODOLOGY 

Design of Study and Study Sample 

    Epidemiological descriptive study of 

population comprised people who were 

categorized as lastly, within 3 months drug use 

and lifetime prevalence of drug use. 

Participants from both sexes who aged 18 

years and older were recruited using purposive 

or subjective non-probability sampling 

technique since lack of precise rate of the abuse 

of drugs in Iraq. It was conducted through the 

first quarter of 2024 at the Lockup and Transfer 

Division of the Ministry of Interior, and the 

Rehabilitation Center for Drug Users and 

Addicts of the Directorate of Narcotics and 

Psychotropic Substances Affairs in Al-Najaf 

Governorate. 

Instruments and Procedure 

       All participants received an explanation of 

the study, they were given instructions about 

the questionnaire and asked to answer fully and 

honestly. The English version of "the Alcohol, 

smoking, and Substance Involvement 

Screening Test" (ASSIST) instrument were 

used to describe and assess the variables of 

outcomes (lifetime and past three months of 

substance use) by asking "yes" or "no" 

questions depending on WHO frame regarding 

assessment of drug abuse. Face to face 

interview of those illiterate participants and 

self-administered questionnaires of those who 

can perform it. 
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Study Ethics 

    The study was conducted in accordance with 

the Declaration of Helsinki and the ethical 

approach of the Al-Furat Al-Awsat Technical 

University. Permission was obtained from the 

participants and the institutions in which the 

study was conducted. Pledges were made that 

the personal data of the participants would not 

be used, and that the confidentiality of the 

collected information would be maintained. 

Statistical Methods 

     Epidemiological cross sectional descriptive 

statistics represented by proportions of the 

drug use and patterns of use of drugs using an 

excel program to explore findings, displaying 

the studied population distribution according 

to the personal history of drug use, extent of 

drug abuse represented by percentages, 

frequency Tables, and figures. 

RESULTS 

    The study explored the personal history of 

people who used drugs and extent of their 

abuse of drugs. It found that 175 (60.8%) of 

participants used hookah through their 

lifetime, 24/288 (8%) used electronic 

cigarettes, 18/288 (6%) used them both, and 

249/288 (86%) smoked cigarettes through their 

lifetime. About three-quarters of them were 

heavy smokers, smoking more than 20 

cigarettes daily.  The study found that 147/288 

(51%) of the participants used alcohol as 

lifetime prevalence, and regarding the 

frequency of alcohol use, it found that 79/147 

(53.7%) of the participants used alcohol 

monthly, 48/147 (32.6%) abused it weekly 

while 25/147 (17%) abused it on daily bases, 

whereas the finding of concern is that  the large 

percentage 249 (86%) of the participant of the 

drug abusers had abused prescription drugs 

like stimulants or sedatives previously. 253 

(87.9%) of the studied participants used more 

than one type of illicit drugs where the 

majority of them abused amphetamine 

stimulants, methamphetamine and 

phenethylline together.  

     Regarding frequency of use of drugs, those 

who on daily bases of use represented by 

136/288 (47%) of the drug abusers followed by 

114/288 (39.6%) of them abused drugs several 

times a day and only few numbers 38 (13.2%) 

of them abused drugs weekly. Regarding the 

length of period they spent using illicit drugs, 

the results noted that 128/288 (44.4%) of the 

participants spent 1-3 years using drugs 

followed by 105/288 (36.5%) of them spent 

about one year using drugs whereas 

55/288(19%) of the participants spent more 

than three years in abusing illicit drugs. A large 

percentage of the participants report using 

illicit drugs after the age of eighteen while 

55/288(19%) of them abused illicit drugs early 

before the age of 18 years. The most common 

illicit drugs abused in the last three months 

among the studied participants were 

amphetamine type stimulants (ATS) by 67/288 

(23%) as shown in Table 1.  The study revealed 

that the greatest percentage 248/288 (86%) of 

the studied drug abusers had abused 

prescription drugs previously without medical 

supervision, where the study noted that a high 

percentage 72/288 (25%) of them were using 

sleeping pills, 55/288(19%) abused cough 

syrup codeine, 49/288 (17%) had abused pain 

reliever Tramadol while 64/288 (22%) of the 

participants had abused more than one type of 

prescription drugs like diazepam(valium), 

Tramadol and codeine as concurrent or 

sequential patterns of use while a smaller 

percentage (3%) of them were using other 

types of sedatives as show in Figure 1. 

    The study revealed the methods of 

administration of abused drugs, where it noted 

that the highest percentage 173 (60%) of the 

study participants used more than one method 

of use such as smoking, swallowing, inhalation 

or sniffing drugs, followed by those who used 
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smoking only by 44 (15%). The concern 

finding of study was the number of those who 

inject drugs which represented by 23 (8%) of 

the participants while the lowest percentage 18 

(6%) used drugs by drinking method only as 

shown in Figure 2.

Table 1: Personal history and patterns of drug abuse among 288 studied samples of drug users. 

Variables Frequency (n) Percent (%) 

Ever nicotine abuse Hookah 175 60.8 

electronic cigarette 24 8.3 

Hookah+ electronic 

cigarette 
18 6.2 

Cigarettes 249 86 

Number of cigarettes smoked daily More than 20cigarettes 217 75.3 

Less than 20 cigarettes 26 9 

Ever alcohol abuse Lifetime alcohol use 147 51 

Frequency of alcohol use Daily 25 17 

Weekly 48 32.7 

Monthly 74 50.3 

Frequency of using illicit drugs Once a day 136 47.2 

Several times a day 114 39.6 

Weekly 38 13.2 

Age of initiation of narcotic drug 

use other than nicotine and alcohol 

Fourteen years and younger 15 5.2 

Fifteen to seventeen years 40 13.8 

Eighteen years and older 233 80.9 

Period spent using illicit drugs 1> year 105 36.5 

1-3 years 128 44.4 

More than 3 years 55 19.1 

Abused drugs in the past three 

months  

More than one drug 31 10.8 

Hashish 3 1.0 

Crystal 34 11.8 

Captagon  33 11.5 

Sedatives 16 5.6 

Nicotine (cigarettes) 243 84.4 

Inhaled organic substances  65 22.6 
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FIGURE 1. Distribution of drug abusers according to prescription drugs which were taken 

previously without medical prescription. 

 

FIGURE 2. Method of drug administration among a studied sample of drug users.  

 

DISCUSSION 

    Drug abuse issue has grown, and it 

represents a complex national issue with 

significant financial, health, and social costs 

[8]. The number of persons who appeared in 

front of a judge in the Iraqi courts more than 

doubled in 2020 as compared to 2016, less than 

five percent of those who abused drugs were 

treated in the hospital or health care centers in 

Iraq in the last years. The determinant, of the 

statistically significant differences between the 

Iraqi governorates in the commonest substance 

abuse, can be the position of each governorate 

and the presence of seaports, airports, and 

border cross-points [9]. Political shifts 

following the American invasion of Iraq had an 

impact on local stability and allowed Iraq to 

resume unprecedented contact with the outside 

world after decades of isolation. Political 

openness led to an explosion in business and 

tourism as well as the entry of inexpensive 

illegal narcotics. The problem is made much 

worse by the weak borders, the country has 

become a gateway for smuggling drugs into 

neighboring countries and a crucial location 

for consumption [6]. 
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     Addiction to drugs can occur at any age, 

however, the likelihood of addiction increases 

with the history of the initiation of drug usage 

NIDA (2018). The study noticed that the 

majority of the participants (about 61%), had 

used hookah throughout their lifetime [10]. 

Hookah use has increased and become more 

prevalent lately in Kurdistan, and neighboring 

countries like Syria while it is like a custom or 

tradition in Iran. In Iraq, it is perhaps related to 

some social and environmental reasons and 

determinants, like the absence of family 

control, the negative influence of friends, and 

societal acceptance of smokers (for example), 

especially males. Added to this is the 

availability of these substances, the possibility 

of purchasing them easily, and the low taxes on 

them. It is also aggravated by decreased 

personal judgment and other behavioral 

triggers such as curiosity and other 

psychological and social stresses, especially 

during adolescence and early adulthood which 

make an opportunity to get into abusing drugs 

early.  

     Eighty-six percent of the study participants 

have smoked cigarettes throughout their 

lifetime while only 14% of them did not 

smoke. The majority (about two-thirds) of 

cigarette smokers started smoking before the 

age of 18, with more than three-quarters 

categorized as heavy smokers who smoked 

more than one packet daily. While 51% of the 

participants have had drunk alcohol throughout 

their lifetime more than half of those who 

abused alcohol had started drinking before 

eighteen, and 17% and 33% of them used it on 

a daily and weekly base respectively.  

    Compared to heavy drinkers or smokers 

alone, studies noted a higher steeper delay 

discounting rate among heavy smokers. When 

smoking and drinking together are considered 

more serious forms of drug abuse. According 

to research from the National Institute on Drug 

Abuse in 2022, teenagers who exhibit several 

symptoms of a substance use disorder do not 

stop the symptomatic drug use as adults [11] 

Studies mentioned that it has been stated that 

nicotine serves as a gateway drug for alcohol 

and other addictive substances. The most 

compelling evidence also points to a possible 

gateway drug link between early alcohol 

consumption and later drug usage [12]. 

According to a survey, over 70% of teenagers 

in Europe start using cocaine while under the 

influence of alcohol. 

    The most concerning issue as mentioned 

regarding cigarette and alcohol use is the 

dangerous involvement in abusing narcotic 

drugs, where the greatest percent; 87% of the 

participants who abused illicit drugs used them 

on a daily basis or multiple times a day, where 

the majority of drug users occasionally use 

multiple drugs, sequential or concurrent use 

involving medications without prescription 

and illicit hard drugs. One of them said that he 

took 40 pills of diazepam in one day only. The 

study noted that the largest percentage of drug 

users had taken one type or more of sedatives 

or sleeping pills without medical supervision 

[13]. It demonstrated that there was little 

limitation on Benzhexol, valium, and codeine, 

which may sometimes be purchased without a 

prescription. Considering that less than ten 

percent of those who take tramadol do so for 

medicinal reasons [14]. 

    Research on the frequency of usage 

indicates that the possibility of an individual 

consuming many psychoactive substances is 

more common than unusual, with high health 

hazards involved [15, 16] A significant amount 

of medication therapy, patients often use 

multiple drugs at once. The most popular 

combos are opioids, cocaine, and cannabis; 

cocaine, cannabis, and alcohol; and stimulants, 

alcohol, and cannabis. Sixty percent of the 

studied abusers of drugs used more than one 

method of administration. The concerned 

percentage represented 8% of the participants 
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who had injected drugs. The studies showed 

that the extent of abuse of drugs and the 

dependence and related negative effects 

depended on factors involved in the frequency 

of use and method of administration with 

injection considered as the dangerous one.  

Individuals who inject drugs are more likely to 

experience overdose and get infectious 

diseases (such as HIV and hepatitis C virus). 

Injecting drug users are also more likely to 

experience venous health issues, infective 

endocarditis, and soft tissue and skin infections 

[17, 18]. Drug use disorders were the largest 

contributor to the drug burden in almost all 

regions, particularly Australasia, high-income 

North America, North Africa, and the Middle 

East, with prevalence being higher for men 

than women significantly [18]. 

CONCLUSIONS 

   The study revealed an extensive pattern of 

drug use among the studied participants 

including nicotine, alcohol, prescription drugs, 

and illicit drugs. The findings predict a 

complex status regarding such involvement in 

abusing drugs with its expected terrible 

impacts which stress the need for a holistic 

approach of management including medical, 

behavioral, and social measurements to deal 

with the problem.  
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