
SNF Project
Narcotic Medicines: 

How to define and regulate 
them in Switzerland

June 2025 Summer School in Palliative Medicine 
Prof. Valerie Junod

Unil & Unige



SNF project 2019-2024

Why ?

Who ?

Where ?

Junod - June 2025 2



Junod - June 2025 3



What did I learn ?

& relevant for you …
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N°1: unduly complex !

Why ?
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At the intersection …

Weight of history 

Science / scientists – but under difficult conditions

Criminal law authorities – scare tactics – public opinion

International organizations – interstate diplomacy

Mixed-background authorities



The reason
for the layers • History 

• Bias

• International pressure

• Lack of political support

• Neglect

• Lack of data / follow-up
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The definition of narcotics
(controlled substances)

Not very logical / convincing



In theory:
- risk-based schedules

In practice: 
- limited data
- Precaution principle









Substance Legal requirements
Heroin HeGeBe – Federal
Methadone, morphine TAO
Benzos? TAO ?
Cocaïne? TA-S ?
Medical cannabis? Notification
Recreational cannabis Pilot trial
Schedule d FOPH exceptional authorization
Schedule a Counterfoil prescription
All controlled substances Off-label notification ?
All controlled substances Last resort?
Not under control Normal prescription if A or B or LS
All medicines - research Swissmedic, Research ethics committee



Treatment of dependence

What leeway for cantons ?







And in jail ?

In theory should be clearforward, but …





Counterfoil prescription pads ?

A absurd heritage from our past …







Benzos

Are they the new heroin ? 





Assisted suicide

Is it a medical act ? If not, then what ?





Minors

Conflict between autonomy and protection





Risk reduction

Still vague





Off-label use

Obsolete





Social (invalidity) benefits

Somewhat facilitated, but still befriend a smart doctor





Driving under the influence

Beware of a cascading set of trouble …





Urinary tests 

Is the patient your enemy ? Is the test your friend? 







Doping

Another “far west“





An epidemy of (opioid) pain

US v. CH – how different are we ?





Crack in the cities

An adapted TAO ? Safer supply ? 





Drug shortages ?

Can something be done ?





What else did I learn ?

N° 2: reform is hard ... until it’s not

N° 3: people forget – nothing is totally new

N° 4: achieving success in interdisciplinary teams

+ I enjoy doing research with health professionals
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What could still 
be (legally) studied ? 

A lot

Perception of physicians 

Perception of patients – notices of use/labels

Difference among medicines

How to effectively conduct clinical trials here
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Recommendations
“We learn from history that we never learn from 
history”

• Regulate medicines in the Medicine Act – Law on therapeutic products
• Put Swissmedic  in charge of the overall sector, including narcotics and 

shortages
• Do away with criminal provision? Regulate as with medical devices
• Do we still need cantonal TAO authorization? Could we do with 

notification + data collection ?
• Do away with TAO divergent cantonal guidelines
• Add TA-S ?
• Forced urinary testing should truly be last resort. Or never. 
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Thank you !

Questions? 

valerie.junod@unil.ch
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