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Prevalence of 
Drug Abuse in Australia

Findings on prevalence of abuse of drugs Australia in:

� 10th place for abuse of Cannabis (out of 138 countries)

� 2nd highest for abuse of Amphetamine Type Substances (excluding 
MDMA) 

eg. Amphetamine, Methamphetamine etc. (out of 107 countries)

� 1st place for abuse of MDMA (Ecstasy) (out of 99 countries)

2007 World Drug Report
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC).



 

Prevalence of Drug Abuse in ACT

Recent drug use for population over 14 years of age:

� Cannabis – ACT 2nd highest at 14.0%
(National average 11.3%)

� Amphetamine, Methamphetamine – ACT 2nd highest  at 4.3% 
(National average 3.2%)

� MDMA (Ecstasy) use highest in ACT at 6.0%  

(National average 3.4%).

2004 National Drug Strategy Household Survey
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare
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Statistics supplied by Dennis Pianca, ACT Government Analytical Laboratory (HPS)



 

ACT MDMA (Ecstasy) Seizures

Statistics supplied by Dennis Pianca, ACT Government Analytical Laboratory (HPS)
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Drugs in ACT Drivers Involved in 
Serious Motor Vehicle Accidents

Honours Project 2004-5 Collaboration:
University of Canberra & HPS/ACT Government Analytical 

Laboratory

Student:        Mr Tim Rudd (ACTGAL/UC)
Supervisors:  Dr Julieanne Dougherty (ACTGAL) 

Prof. Janelle Kyd (UC)



 

2004-5 Honours - Project Outline

Background:
� When a driver presents at hospital as a result of a motor vehicle 

accident a blood sample is taken automatically under the RTA for
analysis of blood alcohol level.

� Drug analysis of these samples occurs only under request by 
investigating AFP officers.

Project:
� Conduct full drug analysis of samples taken under the RTA for a 6 

month period.  Over 500 blood samples taken between Jan –Jul 2003.
� All samples had been tested for alcohol under RTA but less than 2% 

analysed for other drugs at request of AFP.
� The samples were de-identified and over 12 months of age when the 

Honours Project commenced.



 

2004-5 Honours - Tests performed

41
Confirmation by HPLC
Benzodiazepines

15
69

Confirmation by GC/MS
Cannabis 
Amphetamines 

No. of tests
504
505
505

Screens by Eliza (immunoassay)
Cannabis
Amphetamines (Ice & Ecstasy)
Benzodiazepines 

Total tests = 1639



 

2004-5 Honours - Results

Drugs in RTA blood samples

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

Alcohol Cannabinoids Amphetamine
type substances

Benzodiazepines

Subtance

P
er

ce
n

ta
g

e 
P

o
si

ti
ve



 

2004-5 Honours - Conclusions

� More drivers tested positive for Cannabinoids (10.3%) than 
alcohol (9.0%).

� 2% of drivers tested positive for amphetamine type substances 
(methamphetamine and MDMA).

� 20.8% of drivers involved in serious accidents tested positive to 
one or more drug (alcohol/ATS/Cannabinoids)

� Only 5.8% of drivers tested positive for alcohol alone – means
polydrug use common in drivers.



 

2004-5 Honours - Limitations

� Blood samples over 12 months old at time of testing.

� THC (psychoactive drug in Cannabis) testing not possible due to 
age of samples.

� Cannabinoids includes inactive metabolites present up to 30 
days after cannabis use.

� Drugs like heroin, cocaine etc not tested for.



 

Honours Project 2006-7 Collaboration:
University of Canberra & HPS/ACT Government Analytical Laboratory

Facilitated by Australian Federal Police.

Honours Student : 
� Mr Stuart Cashmere (ACTGAL/UC)
Supervisors:
� Dr Julieanne Dougherty (ACTGAL)
� Dr David Lin (UC) & Assoc. Prof. Gabrielle Cooper (UC)
Other associated members:
� Ms Andrea Coss, Sup. Int. Michael Chew , Ron Melis & Random Breath Testing 

Team (AFP)
� Mr Dennis Pianca (ACTGAL)
� Mr Luigino Appollonio (PhD student ACTGAL/UC)

Roadside drug testing in the ACT



 

Roadside Collection

1)  Driver stopped by AFP for random breath test.

2)  Drivers negative for alcohol directed to research station.

3)  Drivers informed of study and asked if they are willing to 
participate – consent form signed.

4)  Oral fluid samples were taken and survey filled in.

5)  Drivers free to go, samples transported to laboratory for testing.



 

Roadside Survey Participation

� 255 drivers tested for Alcohol – none above legal limit.

� 173 asked if they want to participate, 100 said yes.
(approx 60% participation rate – comparable with QLD study).

� Oral fluid from 100 drivers tested for presence of 
Methamphetamine, MDMA, THC.



 

Cashmere Honours - Results

6 out of 100 voluntary participants were found to be driving under the 
influence of THC, Methamphetamine and/or MDMA.

2 (one of which was also positive for 
methamphetamine)

MDMA

4Methamphetamine

1THC

Number drivers confirmed positive by GC/MSDrug



 

Putting Results in Perspective

� 6% of drivers tested were driving under the influence of drugs in 
ACT voluntary study.

� No drivers positive for alcohol in this study group.

� 2006-2007 ACT Random breath testing:
conducted on 100,883 people – 1353 (1.34%) were positive

� First year of Victorian roadside drug testing:
13,176 drivers tested, 313 tested positive (2.4%) driver positive.



 

Conclusions

1.1. Australia has a drug abuse problem.Australia has a drug abuse problem.
2007 World Drug Report:2007 World Drug Report:
Australia 10Australia 10thth for cannabis, 2for cannabis, 2ndnd for methamphetamine/amphetamine, for methamphetamine/amphetamine, 
11stst for MDMA abuse.for MDMA abuse.

2.2. ACT has a drug abuse problem.ACT has a drug abuse problem.
2004 National Drug Strategy Household survey:2004 National Drug Strategy Household survey:
ACT 2ACT 2ndnd for cannabis and methamphetamine, 1for cannabis and methamphetamine, 1stst for MDMA.for MDMA.

3.  Drug trends are changing in ACT.3.  Drug trends are changing in ACT.
Cannabis steady,  Methamphetamine increased 3 fold in last 10 yeCannabis steady,  Methamphetamine increased 3 fold in last 10 years.  ars.  
MDMA increased 10 fold in last 10 years.MDMA increased 10 fold in last 10 years.



 

Conclusions

4. Drugs are present in drivers involved in accidents in ACT.
2004-2005 Honours project findings:
20.8% of drivers tested positive to alcohol, benzodiazepines, 
amphetamine type substances and cannabinoids.  Poly drug 
use is common in ACT drivers involved in accidents.

5. Prevalence of drug in general driving population in ACT is 
measurable.
2006 - 2007 Honours project findings:
6% voluntary participants tested positive.  THC (1%), 
methamphetamine (4%) and/or MDMA (2%) - none positive 
above limit for alcohol.
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