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INTRODUCTION 

The definition of substance abuse is the use of certain 

types of drugs such as alcohol, cannabis, amphetamine, 

methamphetamine, cocaine and others that have serious 

side effects and clinical complications. There is a 

significant difference between substance abuse and the 

term addiction.1 The significant difference between 

substance abuse and addiction is that drug addiction or 

substance addiction is classified as a chronic disease 

controlling the physical and mental ability of the 

individual to unpleasant force to use specific drugs such 

as amphetamine and cannabis. If the individual attempts 

to resist and not take the substance, significant physical 
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and mental changes occur, while substance abuse does 

not.2 So, substance abuse can be considered an early 

phase before the addiction, amid the emergence of the 

COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020. The world has been 

suffering from isolation and lockdown in different places 

all over the world. No specific country or region was 

excluded from those unfortunate events.3 Among the 

public health problems that proliferated during the 

lockdown of COVID-19 and isolation is substance abuse 

disorders. Substance abuse disorders are a group of 

psychiatric diseases characterized by principal affection 

of the central nervous system either physically, mentally 

or emotionally due to frequent use of illegal substances or 

drugs. Substance abuse disorders are considered 

significant challenges for public health and global health 

sectors.4 The incidence of substance abuse disorders 

ranges from 1-5% according to several factors such as 

socioeconomic status, geographical location, the 

widespread of substances and the affordability to access 

specific drugs.5 The literature had a positive correlation 

between the COVID-19 pandemic and illegal drug abuse 

in substance abuse or addiction. COVID-19 caused 

emotional emptiness for many people around the world, 

in addition to anxiety and depression. The particular 

group of people started addicting to specific drugs to 

induce temporary happiness due to the unpleasant events 

they had from the pandemic.6 However, this has emerged 

as a pandemic over the pandemic for several reasons. At 

first, the incidence of substance abuse and illegal drug 

addiction has been counting for 10% of the overall 

population of the United States of America. The lowest 

incidence was 2.5% for certain drugs, while the highest 

was for alcohol which counted for 12%.7 

Secondly, the use of illegal drugs has been linked to the 

human body's decreased immunological system, which 

implicates repeated infections easily compared to people 

who do not use drugs. Therefore, the effect of the SARS-

CoV-2 virus, which was behind the COVID-19 pandemic, 

will be synergistic compared to the average population, 

except for chronic disease patients and geriatrics.8 So, we 

get that the usage of illegal drugs, especially amid the 

COVID-19 pandemic, will result in worse results than the 

infections in everyday life before the era of the COVID-

19 pandemic, which makes what is called a pandemic 

philosophically over the pandemic. The role of screening 

and prevention of those illegal substances was mainly 

coordinated by the community medicine and public health 

sector. Therefore, organized advisory campaigns should 

be planned to fight this issue. This article aimed to review 

the challenges of substance abuse and drug abuse in the 

COVID-19 pandemic and the role of public health in 

addition to primary care facilities against this 

phenomenon. To our knowledge, this was the first review 

providing a complex review about this issue since the 

beginning of COVID-19. 

 

METHODS 

This literature review was based on an extensive literature 

search in Medline, Cochrane and EMBASE databases 

which was performed on 25 October 2021 using the 

medical subject headings (MeSH) or a combination of all 

possible related terms, according to the database. To 

avoid missing potential studies, a further manual search 

for papers was done through Google Scholar while the 

reference lists of the initially included papers. Papers 

discussing substance abuse, drug addiction and the role of 

primary health care amid the COVID-19 pandemic were 

screened for useful information. No limitations were 

posed on date, language, age of participants or 

publication type. 

DISCUSSION 

Alcohol use and COVID-19  

In the middle of 2020, some rumors have been emerged 

claiming that drinking alcohol was an effective preventive 

solution for COVID-19 infection.9 Those rumors were 

reported from different countries around the world and 

not specified to a particular geographical area such as 

Europe and Eastern European countries.9 In March 2020, 

about 200 individuals in Iran died from alcoholism 

overdose. With the continuity of the pandemic, many 

people abused alcohol on a daily basis and it became 

popular compared to the proper use in the era before 

COVID-19.10 In Thailand, it was reported that alcohol 

sales have increased since the beginning of COVID-19 as 

people believe that it was an effective treatment for 

viruses comparing it with hand sanitizer usage for disease 

prevention.11 In another report, an Indian alcohol 

treatment center located in Mumbai city, a case was 

admitted due to alcohol toxicity. The history of the 

patient included drinking hand sanitizer as an antagonist 

for the SARS-CoV-2 virus. Unfortunately, the patient 

developed a severe skin rash and an inflammatory 

reaction.12 The usage of alcohol was different and not 

specified to one type nor one way. The variety of 

differences was due to social status, economic status, 

behavior and beliefs, religious beliefs and other health 

status-related conditions. However, the chronic usage of 

alcohol has been linked to decrease immunity status to 

defend against a variety of bacterial and viral infections. 

In addition, it predispose to other systematic diseases 

such as alcoholic fatty liver, Alzheimer and several issues 

in the gastrointestinal tract.13 

Tobacco abuse and COVID-19 

In the era of the COVID-19 pandemic, the complex issue 

of smoking and the threat of severe respiratory system 

infections were considered among the top burdens. Most 

sectors focus on tobacco safety to decrease the rate of 

non-communicable, cardiovascular and most cancer-

associated mortalities. Electronic cigarettes advertising 

focused on saving billions of lives that might otherwise 
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be misplaced due to this correlated issue due to tobacco 

abuse.14 

In South Africa and India, the sale of tobacco products 

had been banned during the COVID-19 pandemic at the 

peak of the pandemic emergence. This ban was suitable 

and was supported via evidence of harm because the 

combined effect of tobacco use with COVID-19 was 

fatal. The current evidence reported that there was a 

strong relationship between respiratory system health and 

tobacco use. It was also found that tobacco use was linked 

to increased tuberculosis infection rates compared to non-

tobacco users.14 The literature reported that tobacco users, 

including all forms of smoking, were more likely to 

develop pneumococcal infections than ordinary healthy 

people who did not use any forms of smoking. Some 

theories link between the increased risk of COVID-19 

infection and ACE2 receptors in the lung. Claiming that 

the overexpression and regulation of ACE2 receptors 

were being manifested with tobacco users and smokers 

compared with non-tobacco users and non-smokers, with 

exclusion with individuals with chronic diseases such as 

pulmonary fibrosis and interstitial lung disease.14 

Nonetheless, the COVID-19 pandemic made individuals 

under more stress of job loss, lockdown and other social 

limitation. Therefore, tobacco abuse was seen to surge 

during the peak era of the pandemic. 

Opioids and COVID-19 

Drug overdose in the United States of America rose in 

2019, although it declined slightly from 2017 to 2018. 

This increase was primarily driven by illegal fentanyl.15 

The opioid-epidemic had been exacerbated by increased 

use of methamphetamine in combination with opioids, 

especially in 2019. It was possible that the emergence of 

coronavirus 2019 (COVID-19) and subsequent 

disruptions to healthcare systems and social security 

networks combined with social and economic pressures 

exacerbated the opioid epidemic, not only within the 

United States, but also around the world. Several reports 

and documentation from different media sources 

suggested that the opioid-related overdose endemic was 

rising. However, the lack of real-time national reporting 

of death-related deaths hindered the ability to verify these 

documentaries and reports.15 

Two studies by Wainwright et al and Ochalek et al 

endorsed that drug use and opioid overdose throughout 

the COVID-19 length was increased in the following 

months, according to the media reports.16,17 There had 

been a failure over the previous decades since to offer an 

extensive plan for management and treatment for opioid 

addiction and illegal trade. Despite evidence of long-time 

period efficacy, the burden COVID-19 had placed on the 

United States of America the quality of the care for the 

overall infrastructure within the country capacities and 

capabilities decreased. Given this, like with other factors 

such as racial-affection, social correlations, several 

economic disparities in opioid overdose and COVID-19-

related contamination, the advent of regulations by self-

implication will not be enough to mitigate the impact of 

the COVID-19 pandemic and the association with opioids 

distribution. It was vital to find out the unusual way to 

translate those guidelines into remedy practices, enlarge 

infrastructure and address the broader social structures 

and health systems that create inequalities in gaining the 

ability to access the best care. Even though COVID-19 

made it harder for drug distribution during lockdown, 

evidence suggested that those with access to such drugs 

were more likely to suffer from opioid addiction 

compared to those who did not have access. 

Cannabis and COVID-19 

The current evidence suggested that cannabis has an anti-

inflammatory action in cases of COVID-19 infection, 

decreasing and limiting the activity of the viral infection 

within the immunity system of the human body.18 This 

was suggested to be among the ability of cannabis to 

regulate up the SARS-CoV-2 receptors within the body, 

especially the lungs. Cannabis was shown to have an 

influential role as an anti-inflammatory mediator by 

mitigating the cytokines reactions within the infectious 

reactions within the body.19 The hypothesis of using 

cannabis as a supportive treatment for COVID-19 

treatment might be promising. However, there were 

several side effects of using cannabis and its products for 

COVID-19 patients. At first, as a public health problem, 

the widespread of cannabis and hashish as a drug of 

choice for a pandemic would open doors for illegal trades 

for cannabis and its derivatives; predicting that the 

abusive use for it might significantly increase compared 

to the previous conditions as in the era before the 

pandemic. Secondly, at the moment, there were not 

enough confirmatory trials about the safety and feasibility 

of using cannabis for COVID-19 as an option. All 

possibilities should be studied before attempting to 

approve cannabis as an acceptable drug within COVID-

19 therapeutic protocols.20 

Role of primary care 

One of the most common and uncommon troubles visible 

via number one care physicians was substance abuse. As 

a result of accelerated morbidity and mortality, loss of 

productivity and expanded health care charges, substance 

abuse in our society remained a considerable public 

health problem. Primary care physicians were inside the 

vanguard of hospital therapy and as a result, were in a 

unique place to pick out problems in this vicinity. Even 

though the superiority of substance abuse problems in 

number one care patients may be very excessive, medical 

doctors, due to a lack of proper schooling and doubts 

approximately the effectiveness of treatment, sense 

unprepared to deal with substance abuse issues within the 

workplace. Diagnosis of substance abuse can be made 

thru an aggregate of history, questionnaires, physical 

examinations and chemical assessments. Primary care 

physicians were appropriately located to treat drug 
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abusers with records and access ethics, social offerings 

and pharmacologic techniques. Combining substance 

abuse disorders with other scientific and psychiatric 

comorbidities makes treating substance abuse problems 

very crucial in inpatient care.21 

To make it clear, for primary care caregivers, substance 

abuse was an important thing to be addressed inside the 

entire patient's care. In its dating with other fitness 

conditions, the recognition and use of medication are 

essential to improving the general health of sufferers. 

Analysis and anticipated guidance throughout preventive 

visits may also tell sufferers of substance abuse dangers, 

and remedy plans may encompass strategies to address 

those issues early. With an abundance of diagnostic 

equipment, understanding of the substances used and 

sources and remedy strategies, primary care physicians 

were nicely equipped to assist their patients.21  

CONCLUSION  

The problems of substance abuse and drug addiction 

generally, especially amid the COVID-19 pandemic, is a 

challenging case of interest that requires high efforts and 

effective dedicated plans. In most conditions, drugs 

induce immunity system weakness and suppression 

compared to healthy people who are not administering 

drugs. With the emergence of COVID-19, the severity of 

drug abuse has increased significantly. Primary care 

physicians and public health scientists are the frontlines 

against this burden within the community. The proper 

investigation includes effective planning for the issues, 

enumeration for types of abused drugs, significant 

reasons for widespread of the drugs and planning for 

effective strategic plans to rehabilitate affected 

individuals. 
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