
 
 

 

Drug Policy Network South East Europe 
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To: 
DPNSEE Member organisations 
26 February 2020 
 
 
Dear colleagues, 
 
Last few months, the World was faced with a new coronavirus labelled as COVID-19. According to the latest 
epidemiological data on 25 February, the total number of COVID-19 cases has reached 80,407 globally, and 
2,708 people have died from the virus, which puts the mortality rate at nearly 3.4%. With recent localized 
flare ups in Italy, Iran and South Korea, the total number of affected countries or territories has reached 41. 
This is an emerging, rapidly evolving situation with ongoing outbreak investigations. More about the virus is 
available at the World Health Organisation webpage following this link>>>. 
 
Outbreak of the epidemic in Italy, neighbouring country to our region, saw 322 cases in a very short period 
of time, with 11 deaths, while cities of Cremona and Brescia turned into quarantine. First cases were also 
reported in Croatia, Romania, North Macedonia and Greece and also in Austria. It is pretty realistic that 
they will appear in other South East European countries. 
 
The European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control, reference agency of the European Union, the risk 
of the occurrence of similar clusters, similar to the ones in Italy, associated with COVID-19 in other 
countries in the EU/EEA and the UK is currently considered to be moderate to high, while the risk for 
healthcare systems capacity in these countries during the peak of the influenza season is low to moderate. 
Similar situation is expected in other non-EU countries in our region. The impact of sustained transmission 
would be moderate to high, especially for elderly populations with comorbidities, given that the reported 
case severity is high among these groups. 
 
The rigorous public health measures that were implemented immediately after identifying the Italian 
COVID-19 cases will reduce the impact of such outbreaks as well as the further spread. We sincerely hope 
that the health systems in our countries are well prepared and will react efficiently if (new) case appear. 
 
Still, in the exchange which the DPNSEE Board had last two days, we expressed concern that the health 
systems may not have fully in their sight the key populations we are supporting (and people with substance 
use disorder, especially heroin users, are usually in a weak health conditions), that these populations, being 
side-lined in the community, may not be well informed about the threat and measures they should take to 
protects themselves and that our organisations, especially those who provide services to people who use 
drugs and other connected vulnerable groups should also play they role in overall efforts to fight the 
problems caused by this epidemic. 
 
We see our role in three dimensions: 
 
1. While the coronavirus is still a threat, you may participate in calming the situation and avoiding 

panic which may occur, inform people you are supporting about the protective measures against the 
coronavirus and make all necessary steps internally to be prepared for possible dark scenarios. 

 
2. If COVID-19 cases appear in your country, you may intensify communication and advising the key 

populations, activate full spectrum of protection measures for your staff and establish close 
cooperation with authorities, especially national and local public health authority to advice on 
necessary steps. 

https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019
https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/


 
3. If you find yourself locked in a quarantine area, please fully respect all necessary advices and make 

sure that your people are safe, but also offer services other than your ordinary actions to support 
overall efforts of overcoming the critical situation. 

 
DPNSEE is a regional network with a wealth of experience from around the region. We think that this is the 
situation when we should act together. We invite you to share all your experiences, actions and results you 
achieve. Please, in reply to this letter, send us your feedback. We shall create a special space at our website 
(at the top of the page or in a special news that we shall regularly update) where we shall share them so 
that everyone can see them and use if needed and applicable. On the other hand, please don't hesitate to 
ask for an advice - we are pretty sure that it will come promptly. 
 
We plan to send an appeal to health authorities in countries of the region to invite them to pay specific 
attention to vulnerable populations, which may remain invisible in situations when major efforts are 
needed for an effective respond to the crisis. 
 
We already inquired about steps taken by the authorities in the region and got information from our 
colleague Andrej Kastelic that in Slovenia, after the request of one of drop-in-centres (NGO Svit in Koper, 
very close to Italy - Slovenia border), they have sent the recommendation asking opioid substitution clinics 
to relax their rules for take-home medications to substantially reduce the frequency for coming to the 
clinics and to start education and training about COVID-19 infection. Yesterday, these recommendations 
were extended to all 21 treatment centres in the country. 
 
Today, during the meeting we had in the Ministry of Health in Serbia, we got information from the director 
of the Psychiatric clinic in Kragujevac that they are fully prepared for the outbreak and have already made 
several steps including arranging two isolated rooms for quarantine for potentially infected people with 
substance disorder, obtaining all necessary equipment and stationary (masks, etc.), training for staff, etc. 
 
We hope that other medical institutions in the region have also taken necessary steps. Again, should you 
have any information about them, please share it with everyone as examples of good practice. 
 
The corona virus COVID-19 is a serious treat, but not more dangerous than usual influence we face every 
winter. With good preparations and respecting necessary prevention measures, its effects may be reduced 
and minimised. Let's get organised to make sure that people we serve, our staff and societies in general are 
prepared to fight this challenge. 
 
Best regards, 
 
 
 

Nebojša Đurasović 
Chairman 

Milutin Milošević 
Executive Secretary 

 
 


