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Malaysian Psychiatric Association (MPA) Press Statement on the Treatment of 
Addiction and Substance Abuse in Malaysia 

 
There has been much coverage and discussions regarding the treatment of addiction and 
substance abuse in recent months. The opinions have come from all interested parties in 
the society and caught the attention of prominent politicians and public figures.  
 
The Malaysian Psychiatric Association (MPA) would like to thank the many politicians 
and leaders such as YAB Datuk Seri Dr. Wan Azizah Wan Ismail, YB Datuk Seri Dr. 
Dzulkefly Ahmad, YB Nurul Izzah Anwar, YB Rafizi Ramli, YB Datuk Dr. Noor Azmi 
Ghazali and most recently YB Datuk VK Liew who have been vocal about how mental 
health and substance use should be alternatively viewed and approached in this country. 
 
In the medical field, there are discoveries and theories explaining why individuals use, 
abuse and are dependent on substances. The substances refer to alcohol, cigarettes, and 
drugs including illegal drugs, prescription drugs, inhalants and solvents. Addiction and 
substance abuse are diagnosable medical conditions that primarily stem from the person’s 
overdriven brain reward center following excessive stimulation by these external 
substances. The understanding of addiction and substance abuse has expanded from a 
psychosocial stand-point to engulf multifactorial causes. Both the International 
Classification of Diseases-10th Edition (ICD-10) by World Health Organization (WHO) 
and the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders-5th Edition (DSM-5) by 
American Psychiatric Association (APA) provide diagnostic criteria for substance-related 
disorders. 
 
The movement to reform the understanding, and hopefully, change the treatment of 
addiction and substance abuse in Malaysia has focused on the harm reduction approach 
rather than the age-old total abstinence and recovery pathway.  
 
The harm reduction approach considers these drug users as patients and aims to minimize 
the medical and psychosocial risks of continuing drug use. The approach adopts the 
combination of medication-assisted treatment (MAT) together with medically-proven 
community-based psychosocial interventions. Medications are also used to manage the 
withdrawal symptoms or comorbidities and maintain these persons in the treatment 
system.  
 
This approach is the opposite of the moral and social interventions that persecute and 
imprison drug users in a controlled environment for a certain time. This approach has 
been shown to be ineffective in curbing drug use and is also not economical. Often, the 
affected individuals return to using substance soon after their release as they are without 
proper support and supervision.  
 
The harm minimization approach faces many challenges too, which includes the issue of 
accessibility to treatment facilities and medication.  
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The MPA believes that a flexible, non-judgmental and highly accessible treatment and 
support system could go a long way in helping the numerous substance users to change 
their drug use behavior. Additionally, this pathway would encourage many more medical 
and health practitioners to consider detecting, referring or providing treatments to the 
affected individuals and their family. Expansion of MAT such as methadone, 
buprenorphine-naloxone, and naltrexone through price reduction and low-regulated model 
of care is one of the key issues in harm reduction. In-patient community-based 
withdrawal facilities and medically-assisted detoxification ward in hospitals can be 
another option for the many substance users to consider getting help for their behavior. 
Besides that, there must be supportive agencies available to cater to the needs of the many 
treatment-seeking drug users. Many need accommodation, employment, food, legal aids, 
childcare matters, and many other issues. 
 
The MPA acknowledges the presence of revolutionary and novel approaches in the 
prevention and treatment of addiction and substance abuse in other countries such as 
Portugal, United States of America, Canada and Iceland. These new approaches include 
decriminalization of drug possession for personal use, legalization of medicinal cannabis 
and the Iceland model. In these countries using such approaches, they have proper rules in 
place, regulations, supervision and support systems.  
 
Decriminalization of drug possession for personal use and the Iceland model has been 
personally mentioned by our parliamentarians and ministers. The MPA acknowledges that 
all relevant individuals, parties and agencies views have to be taken into consideration 
before implementing changes based-on these new approaches.  
 
To implement these interventions in our country, the MPA urges for the need for more 
local data, public education and to make available good related-workforces to offer 
support to these individuals and their families. A good and supportive system can be 
achieved through regular meetings and training with the relevant agencies.  
 
More importantly, there is a need to establish a national addiction treatment system and 
medical registry and making sure treatment providers are registered with the system. 
 
Malaysian Psychiatric Association is a Non Govermental Organization (NGO) which is 
represented by professionals from the mental health sector . The association is actively 
involved in promotion, sharing of information and fighting for the importance of mental 
health related issues. 
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