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Committee on Social Affairs, Health and Sustainable Development 
 

Minutes 
 

Public hearing on “Involuntary addiction to prescription medicines”, held 
in Paris, on Friday, 13 September 2019 
 
In the framework of the report currently in preparation on “Involuntary addiction to prescription medicines” 
(Rapporteur: Mr Joseph O’Reilly, Ireland, EPP/CD), the Committee held a public hearing with the participation 
of: 

✓ Ms Anne Guy, Doctor in Psychotherapy, Secretariat Co-ordinator for the All-Party Parliamentary 
Group for Prescribed Drug Dependence of the House of Commons/House of Lords (United 
Kingdom) 

✓ Mr Thomas Clausen, Professor at the University of Oslo (Norway) 
 
In the absence of the Rapporteur, the Chairperson presented the revised introductory memorandum and 
warmly welcomed Mr Thomas Clausen, who is a Professor at the University of Oslo (Norway). Ms Anne Guy, 
the Secretariat Co-ordinator for the All-Party Parliamentary Group for Prescribed Drug Dependence of the 
House of Commons/House of Lords (United Kingdom) was delayed due to the public transport strike and 
arrived later on during the exchange of views. 
 
Mr Clausen pointed out that some prescription medicines, such as opioids, benzodiazepines and ADHD 
medications could lead to the development of addiction. The medicines had different effects on different 
people, with some being more resistant or vulnerable than the others. Risk determinants included genetic, 
environmental and socio-economic factors. About 1 in 10 people in Norway were written one or more opioid 
prescriptions annually. Consumption of prescription medicines was growing. Use of potent opioids was on the 
rise. Prescription medicines were increasingly involved in addiction and harm. Problematic prescription 
medication use included combinations of different drugs, escalating doses, “doctor shopping”, long-term use 
and overdose. The risk of misuse was 2-3 times higher when combined with mental disorders. In Norway, the 
demand for “modern” sleeping tablets was growing. When using such tablets, action started quickly, and 
patients were not subject to “groggy morning-after” symptoms. They were meant to be used on a short-term 
basis. Combatting the developing epidemic would require a range of interventions. Prescribers’ skills should 
be improved, the public awareness of potential harm should be raised, alternatives should be promoted, 
national evidence-based treatment guidelines should be elaborated, prescription monitoring programmes and 
harm-reduction strategies should be developed. On-going evaluation and research were needed to understand 
the current situation and adapt to a “moving target”. Long-term coherent public health policy was essential, in 
order to prevent new generations from developing addiction. Adequate and stable funding was required for 
interventions. User involvement should be supported. A combination of reducing fatal outcomes of overdose, 
reducing risk of overdose and reducing vulnerability was needed. 
 
Mr Grin enquired about the role of doctors and pharmaceutical companies. The Chairperson mentioned the 
high-profile US trial this summer on opioids. 
 
Ms Pruidze enquired whether it was doctor shopping or long-term prescriptions that were more frequent as a 
pathway to addiction. 
 
Mr Clausen said that most doctors had little training in addiction. It was important to update the curriculum. In 
the past, mainly cancer patients had been concerned by addiction to strong pain-killers. Now, many non-cancer 
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patients were concerned as well. The general public needed to be made aware of the harm. In Norway, a 
campaign had been organised to tackle resistance to antibiotics. Now a similar population education initiative 
was needed with respect to prescription medicines. In the US, pharmaceutical companies were illegally 
promoting their treatments as harmless. They played a dramatic role in the surge in addictions. Some of these 
companies operated in Europe, but they were more careful there. Doctors were under a lot of pressure. 
Guidelines for prescription had to be updated. This could take months and years. 
 
Ms Guy introduced the work of the All-Party Parliamentary Group for Prescribed Drug Dependence of the 
House of Commons/House of Lords (currently chaired by Sir Oliver Letwin), which was the successor of the 
All-Party Parliamentary Group for Involuntary Tranquiliser Addiction. The Group’s mission was to address the 
harm caused by prescribed drug dependence. This was a parliamentary network with no formal power, but 
with the ability to influence the debate. According to the Public Health England review (September 2019), in 
2017-2018, 1 in 4 adults in England (26%) were prescribed benzodiazepines, z-drugs, gabapentinoids, opioids 
or antidepressants. There was a higher rate of prescribing to women and older adults. Longer-term prescribing 
was widespread. Over half of people taking antidepressants experienced withdrawal reactions, with half of 
those reporting their experience as severe. People who suffered from addiction did not see drug and alcohol 
services as relevant to them, and most of the time turned to on-line groups for support. The recommendations 
included supporting research, enhancing clinical guidance, improving information for patients and carers and 
improving the support available. Prescribed drug dependence needed to be recognised as distinct from illicit 
drug use. Prevention strategies needed to acknowledge the social and environmental factors. Education had 
to promote an understanding of the normal role of emotions, the development of resilience and the importance 
of human connection. Mechanisms to hear patients’ experience needed to be found. Ms Guy asked what the 
next steps were in the preparation of this report and mentioned that the International Institute for Psychiatric 
Drug Withdrawal would certainly be interested in contributing to its preparation. 
 
The Chairperson mentioned that, in some cases, parents gave medicines to their children. Ms Guy confirmed 
that stimulants such as Ritalin (Methylphenidate) were given to children with attention deficit disorder.  Many 
researchers suggest that this medicine is over-prescribed. It was part of an unnecessary medicalisation of 
everyday problems. The Chairperson said that he had worked with young offenders in the field of drugs, and 
that their problems had often started in childhood. 
 
Ms Guy remarked that one fifth of women in the United Kingdom took anti-depressants. The message of 
medical treatment as a response to every problem was passed on to younger generations. Mr Clausen 
mentioned that some medicines were also used by students to enhance their academic performance. 
 
Mr Amraoui pointed out that sophrology, hypnosis and other alternative responses to depression were not 
profitable, and therefore were not promoted. 
 
Mr Kılıç stressed that pharmaceutical companies were in business to make a profit and that they were also 
responsible. It was possible to buy medicines on the Internet. Every human being was unique, but there was 
a pill culture, with some people even taking a pill not to get hungry. 
 
Ms Guy responded that the role of chemicals is often still used to justify prescribing psychiatric drugs. However, 
the theory of chemical imbalance had been discredited, because there was no evidence to support it. Public 
education was needed to counter the “pill for every ill” approach. The Public Health England report had noted 
that the general trajectory was that a new drug came to the market, was largely lauded as an effective 
treatment, widely prescribed, then side effects were discovered. There was a need for more research before 
drugs are licensed as well as for guidelines to be updated. Reportedly, doctors in France, Belgium, Denmark, 
Portugal and the Slovak Republic were legally obliged to declare money they received from pharmaceutical 
companies. 
 
Mr Clausen said that pills were part of the perfection cult in our societies. General practitioners had an 
important role to play. However, as a general rule they had six minutes per patient. Writing a prescription was 
a quick solution, which was hard to stop. Furthermore, hospital doctors wanted to give effective, rapid 
medication. What happened in hospitals was inter-linked with what happened outside of them, and patients 
consequently demanded similar treatments from general practitioners. There was a crossover from legal to 
illicit ways of procuring medicines. These were not separate markets. Alternative solutions, such as physical 
exercise, needed to be promoted more actively (but they could be seen as boring and time consuming). 
 
The Chairperson warmly thanked the experts for their contribution and closed the hearing. 
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Committee on Social Affairs, Health and Sustainable Development 
Commission des questions sociales, de la santé et du développement durable 

 

List of members (84 seats) / Liste des membres (84 sièges) 
 

Chairperson / Présidente :  

Mr Stefan SCHENNACH Austria/ Autriche 

Vice-Chairpersons / Vice-Président(e)s :  

M. Luís LEITE RAMOS Portugal 

Ms Carina OHLSSON Sweden/ Suède 

Ms Nina KASIMATI Greece / Grèce 

 

Mr Tritan SHEHU Albania / Albanie ZZ... 

M. Pere LÓPEZ Andorra / Andorre Mme Mònica BONELL 

M. Mikayel MELKUMYAN Armenia / Arménie Mr Ruben RUBINYAN 

Mr Franz Leonhard ESSL Austria / Autriche Mr Roman HAIDER 

Mr Stefan SCHENNACH Austria / Autriche Ms Doris BURES 

Ms Sevinj FATALIYEVA Azerbaijan / Azerbaïdjan Mr Nagif HAMZAYEV 

Ms Ganira PASHAYEVA Azerbaijan / Azerbaïdjan Ms Ulviyye AGHAYEVA 

Mme Karin BROUWERS Belgium / Belgique M. Damien THIÉRY 

M. Stefaan VERCAMER Belgium / Belgique Ms Petra De SUTTER 

ZZ… 
Bosnia and Herzegovina / 

Bosnie-Herzégovine 
ZZ… 

Mr Nikolay ALEKSANDROV Bulgaria / Bulgarie Mr Krasimir BOGDANOV 

Ms Aneliya KLISAROVA Bulgaria / Bulgarie Ms Ivelina VASSILEVA 

Ms Marijana BALIĆ Croatia / Croatie Mr Mihael ZMAJLOVIĆ 

Ms Stella KYRIAKIDES Cyprus / Chypre Ms Christiana EROTOKRITOU 

Ms Zdeňka HAMOUSOVÁ 
Czech Republic / 

République tchèque 
Ms Alena GAJDŮŠKOVÁ 

Mr Jaroslav KYTÝR 
Czech Republic / 

République tchèque 
ZZ… 

Ms Aaja Chemnitz LARSEN Denmark / Danemark Mr Henrik DAHL 

Mr Jaak MADISON Estonia / Estonie Ms Marianne MIKKO 

Ms Minna REIJONEN Finland / Finlande Ms Tarja FILATOV 
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M. Bernard CAZEAU France / France M. François GROSDIDIER 

Mme Yolaine de COURSON France / France Mme Martine WONNER 

Mme Jennifer DE TEMMERMAN France / France Mme Nicole TRISSE 

Mme Laurence TRASTOUR-ISNART France / France Mme Sophie AUCONIE 

Ms Irina PRUIDZE Georgia / Géorgie ZZ... 

Ms Sybille BENNING Germany / Allemagne Mr Josef RIEF 

Mr Andrej HUNKO Germany / Allemagne Ms Katrin WERNER 

Mr Matern von MARSCHALL Germany / Allemagne Ms Doris BARNETT 

Mr Ulrich OEHME Germany / Allemagne Mr Christoph HOFFMANN 

Ms Nina KASIMATI Greece / Grèce Mr Konstantinos KATSIKIS 

Mr Panagiotis MITARACHI Greece / Grèce M. Konstantinos TZAVARAS 

Ms Mónika BARTOS Hungary / Hongrie Mr Jenő MANNINGER 

Mr Márton GYÖNGYÖSI Hungary / Hongrie Mme Zita GURMAI 

Mr Bergþór ÓLASON Iceland / Islande Mr Birgir THÓRARINSSON 

Mr Joseph O'REILLY Ireland / Irlande Mr Thomas PRINGLE 

Mr Fabio DI MICCO Italy / Italie Mr Gianluca PERILLI 

Mr Emilio FLORIS Italy / Italie Ms Maria RIZZOTTI 

Mr Gaspare Antonio MARINELLO Italy / Italie Ms Barbara GUIDOLIN 

Mr Gianfranco RUFA Italy / Italie Mr Manuel VESCOVI 

Ms Linda OZOLA Latvia / Lettonie Ms Dana REIZNIECE-OZOLA 

Ms Susanne EBERLE-STRUB Liechtenstein / Liechtenstein ZZ... 

Mr Virgilijus PODERYS Lithuania / Lituanie Mr Kęstutis MASIULIS 

Mme Françoise HETTO-GAASCH Luxembourg / Luxembourg M. Marc SPAUTZ 

Mr Etienne GRECH Malta / Malte Ms Rosianne CUTAJAR 

ZZ… 
Republic of Moldova / 

République de Moldova 
ZZ… 
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M. José BADIA Monaco / Monaco M. Guillaume ROSE 

Ms Marija Maja ĆATOVIĆ Montenegro / Monténégro Mr Predrag SEKULIĆ 

Ms Reina de BRUIJN-WEZEMAN Netherlands / Pays-Bas Mr Mart van de VEN 

Mr Henk OVERBEEK Netherlands / Pays-Bas Mr William MOORLAG 

Ms Silje HJEMDAL Norway / Norvège Ms Emilie Enger MEHL 

Mr Nikola POPOSKI 
North Macedonia / 
Macédoine du Nord 

Mr Antonijo MILOSHOSKI 

Ms Margareta BUDNER Poland / Pologne Mr Cezary TOMCZYK 

Mr Maciej MASŁOWSKI Poland / Pologne Mr Krzysztof PASZYK 

Mr Jarosław OBREMSKI Poland / Pologne Ms Agnieszka POMASKA 

Mme Edite ESTRELA Portugal / Portugal ZZ... 

M. Luís LEITE RAMOS Portugal / Portugal ZZ... 

M. Cezar Florin PREDA Romania / Roumanie M. Viorel Riceard BADEA 

Mr Ionuț-Marian STROE Romania / Roumanie Ms Cristina-Mădălina PRUNĂ 

Ms Adriana Diana TUȘA Romania / Roumanie Mr Valeriu Andrei STERIU 

Mr Sergey KALASHNIKOV Russia/ Russie  Mr Aleksandr BASHKIN 

Ms Alfiia KOGOGINA Russia/ Russie Mr Andrey EPISHIN 

Mr Sergey PAKHOMOV Russia/ Russie Mr Igor KAGRAMANYAN 

Ms Irina RODNINA Russia/ Russie Mr Sergey LISOVSKIY 

Mr Roger ZAVOLI San Marino / Saint-Marin Ms Vanessa D'AMBROSIO 

Ms Elvira KOVÁCS Serbia / Serbie Ms Dubravka FILIPOVSKI 

Mr Aleksandar ŠEŠELJ Serbia / Serbie Mr Miljan DAMJANOVIĆ 

Mr Ján MAROSZ 
Slovak Republic / 

République slovaque 
Ms Renáta KAŠČÁKOVÁ 

Ms Andreja ZABRET Slovenia / Slovénie Mr Andrej ŠIRCELJ 

M. Jokin BILDARRATZ Spain / Espagne ZZ… 

Ms Carmen LEYTE Spain / Espagne ZZ… 



AS/Soc (2019) PV 06add2 

 6 

Ms Melisa RODRÍGUEZ 
HERNÁNDEZ 

Spain / Espagne ZZ… 

Mr Alexander CHRISTIANSSON Sweden / Suède Mr Ola MÖLLER 

Ms Carina OHLSSON Sweden / Suède Ms Annicka ENGBLOM 
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Mr Oleksandr BILOVOL Ukraine / Ukraine Mr Vladyslav GOLUB 
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