
This article is available in open access under Creative Common Attribution-Non-Commercial-No Derivatives 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0) license, allowing to download 
articles and share them with others as long as they credit the authors and the publisher, but without permission to change them in any way or use them commercially.

Dr. Yusuff Adebayo Adebisi, Faculty of Pharmacy, University of Ibadan, 200 Ibadan, Nigeria, e-mail: adebisiyusuff23@yahoo.com 

Self-medication with antibiotics among seafarers:  
a public health issue

Yusuff Adebayo Adebisi1 , Iyiola Olatunji Oladunjoye2 ,  
Yusuf Amuda Tajudeen2 , Don Eliseo Lucero-Prisno III3

1Faculty of Pharmacy, University of Ibadan, Nigeria 
2Department of Microbiology, Faculty of Life Sciences, University of Ilorin, Nigeria 

3Department of Global Health and Development, London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, United Kingdom

�

Self-medication is the use of drugs by individuals for 
self-diagnosed illnesses or symptoms without proper di-
agnosis and therapeutic interventions by qualified health 
professionals. A major driver of antibiotic resistance in 
humans is the act of self-medication which leads to the 
overuse, underuse, and misuse of antibiotics [1]. With the 
emergence of the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) 
pandemic, the use of antibiotics has gained rapid usage, fur-
ther complicating the fight against antimicrobial resistance 
[1]. Therefore, it is essential that we continue to monitor 
antibiotics usage and strengthen surveillance in different 
communities, including among seafarers. To the best of our 
knowledge, and searches conducted across major scientif-
ic databases (Medline, Scopus, PubMed, Google Scholar, 
and PubMed Central), there is a major dearth of studies or 
reported data on self-medication with antibiotics among 
seafarers globally. 

There is a possibility of significant self-medication prac-
tices with medicines, including antibiotics among seafarers 
since medications are allowed on board. Additionally, lim-
ited knowledge of antibiotics use and lack of awareness of 
the possible dangers of its misuse can also fuel pervasive 
misuse of antibiotics for all kinds of illnesses, including viral 
diseases, among seafarers. In the International Labour Orga-
nization/International Maritime Organization Guidelines on 
Seafarer Medical Examinations, seafarers that require the 
use of prescription and over-the-counter drugs are advised 
to always inform the master of any medications brought on 
board, to avoid a violation of drug and alcohol policy [2]. 
However, the guideline does not cover monitoring of the 
usage of these drugs and strategies towards preventing 
needless antibiotic usage on the sea [2]. This is concerning 
because alcohol and drug abuse have been reported among 

seafarers [3]. Furthermore, antibiotic-resistant pathogens of 
public health implications in humans have been discovered 
on the sea [4] and in sea animals [5]. This implies there is 
an urgent need to build research capacity on issues pertain-
ing to antibiotic misuse among seafarers and to formulate 
measures to curb the misuse and promote antimicrobial 
stewardship. 

We strongly recommend that an awareness campaign 
is carried out among seafarers to understand the impli-
cation of misuse and overuse of antimicrobials and urge 
strong monitoring on the usage of antimicrobials. We also 
recommend that maritime scientists perform research on 
the prevalence of self-medication among seafarers as there 
are no reports on this and encourage relevant stakeholders 
to provide adequate support and funding. The editors of the 
“International Maritime Health” journal should also call for 
articles aimed at this research.

In conclusion, the International Maritime Organization 
should collaborate with public health institutions to as-
certain the risk of antibiotic usage among seafarers and 
also understand the extent to which it is occurring to as 
to set up measures that can curb this public health issue, 
antibiotic resistance.
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