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Foreword by the Minister for Health 
Rachel Stephen-Smith MLA

This is the second 
and final 
progress report 
on the Drug 
Strategy Action 
Plan 2018-2021. 
The report 
highlights the 
constructive 
steps we 

have taken to minimise harms from 
alcohol, tobacco and e-cigarettes, 
pharmaceuticals and illicit drugs 
between July 2020 and December 2021. 
This includes work carried out by 
Government, non-government and 
private sector providers such as 
pharmacies and general practitioners. 

The report highlights that of the 43 
actions outlined in the Plan, 42 have 
been completed or partially completed. 
This is an incredible achievement 
during a period where COVID-19 has 
impacted the sector, demonstrating 
our commitment to improving the 
health and wellbeing of some of our 
most vulnerable community members 
through a harm minimisation approach.  

The COVID-19 pandemic has emphasised 
the importance of working collaboratively 
to respond to challenges facing our 
community. Staff from alcohol and drug 
services were at the forefront of providing 
outreach, practical and emotional 
support to disadvantaged Canberrans 
during periods of COVID-19 lockdown 
and isolation and also played a key role in 
helping these people to get vaccinated. 

In addition to facing the challenges of 
the pandemic, new initiatives to provide 
treatment to people with alcohol, 
tobacco and other drug problems, to 
alert the community to risks of alcohol, 
drug and other drug use, and to address 

co-occurring issues that impact people 
with alcohol and other drug problems 
has continued throughout this period. 

Several significant investments have been 
made in 2020 and 2021 in projects for new 
alcohol and other drug services. The ACT 
Government has committed to building 
a community-controlled Aboriginal 
residential rehabilitation service at Watson 
as part of a new mental health and alcohol 
and drug precinct which will also include 
a rebuilt youth residential rehabilitation 
service on the same site. The Government 
also invested in Australia’s first fixed-site 
pill testing pilot to take place in 2022 and 
has committed funding to investigating 
in more detail a potential supervised 
injecting facility.

In 2021, the Alcohol, Tobacco and Other 
Drug Association ACT (ATODA), funded 
by the ACT Government, has also been 
working in collaboration with the Office 
of the Coordinator-General for Family 
Safety and ACT Health to embed the ACT 
Government domestic and family violence 
capacity-building approach within the 
Alcohol Tobacco and Other Drug sector. 

Even during the incredibly challenging 
environment, the progress made against 
key actions outlined in the Plan has 
been extremely encouraging and only 
possible through the dedication, caring 
and expertise of our alcohol and other 
drug sector workforce. This progress, 
leading the nation in many areas, will 
be built upon through the next Drug 
Strategy Action Plan currently under 
development, continuing our work to 
minimise the harm caused by drugs and 
alcohol on individuals, families and the 
community. 

Rachel Stephen-Smith MLA 
Minister for Health
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Purpose 
This is the second report on the ACT Government’s progress in implementing the 
Drug Strategy Action Plan 2018-2021 (the Plan). Three progress reports were originally 
intended to be produced for 2019, 2020 and 2021 (the Plan having been finalised in 
December 2018). However, the release of the 2019 report was delayed by the COVID-19 
pandemic, and the first report in the series therefore covered both 2019 and the first six 
months of 2020.

The current report therefore also describes progress over 18-months from July 2020 to 
December 2021 and will be the final report for the current Plan. The first section of this 
report provides background information, the second part outlines the most significant 
achievements, and Appendix 1 contains a table which summarises work against each 
of the 43 Actions contained in the Plan. Previous activity is also summarised alongside 
more recent activity in the Appendix to this report, or you can look at the earlier report 
online for further information.

The ACT Government is working with community sector partners to develop a new 
alcohol and drug action plan for 2022 and beyond.

Background
Many people equate ‘drugs’ only with illegal drugs. However, legal drugs, alcohol and 
tobacco cause more health problems in our community. Therefore, the objectives of the 
action plan are to minimise harms arising from the use of all drugs, including alcohol, 
tobacco and related products, as well as illicit (illegal) drugs, and illicitly-used drugs: the 
latter include pharmaceuticals used for non-medical reasons.

Multiple national strategies underpin the ACT’s plan, including the: 

•	 National Drug Strategy 2017–2026
•	 National Alcohol Strategy 2019–2028
•	 National Framework for Alcohol, Tobacco and Other Drug Treatment 2019–2029
•	 National Quality Framework for Drug and Alcohol Treatment Services

The ACT Government is committed to working within the Australian national 
harm minimisation approach to drug policy. This approach is described in the 
National Drug Strategy 2017–2026. Harm minimisation includes the three pillars of:

•	 Supply reduction (for example, police seizures of illicit drugs, or restrictions on sale of 
alcohol and tobacco)

•	 Demand reduction (for example, drug treatment, or controls on alcohol and tobacco 
promotion). Providing coordinated psychosocial support is a vital element of this 
approach as well as use of effective medications.

•	 Harm reduction - a pragmatic approach to reducing harm from continuing drug 
use, for example providing sterile injecting equipment to prevent the spread of 
HIV and Hepatitis C, or providing community members with emergency response 
training and take-home naloxone to reverse an opioid overdose.

https://www.health.act.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-07/ACT_Drug_Strategy_Action_Plan_2018-21.pdf
https://www.health.act.gov.au/about-our-health-system/population-health/act-drug-strategy-action-plan
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Scope of report
This report outlines progress in achieving commitments contained in the Plan. The 
purpose of the Plan was primarily to describe new ACT Government commitments  to 
reduce harms from alcohol, tobacco and other drugs, aligned to the National Drug 
Strategy 2017-2026. Because several sub-strategies of the National Drug Strategy had 
not been finalised in 2018, it was envisaged that adjustments would need to be made 
by 2021 to prevent the Plan from becoming outdated, and that another alcohol and 
other drug plan would be needed from 2022 to 2026.

The Plan deliberately did not set out to describe in detail the vital and continuing work 
of ACT alcohol, tobacco and other drug treatment services because the aim was to 
include new activities, and also to cover the broad range of supply reduction, demand 
reduction and harm reduction initiatives. It is also beyond the scope of this progress 
report to describe the daily clinical work that occurs in both ACT Government and non-
government services in Canberra to treat and support people with alcohol and other 
drug problems. However, the Government fully acknowledges the skill, dedication 
and commitment of this workforce, and how every day the sector works to protect 
and enhance the health and wellbeing of our community, including some of its most 
disadvantaged members.

More information and statistics on alcohol and other drug topics in the ACT, including 
treatment information, can be found on the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare’s 
alcohol, tobacco and other drugs webpage.1 The Alcohol, Tobacco and Other Drug 
Association ACT provides a comprehensive directory of alcohol, tobacco and other drug 
treatment services on its website.

An important contextual factor which will be covered in more detail in developing the 
next iteration of the action plan is the ACT Wellbeing Framework, which was released 
in March 2020. The framework comprises twelve domains of wellbeing which reflect 
key factors that impact on the quality of life of Canberrans. Indicators of progress 
are grouped under each domain and will help the Government and the community 
to know where wellbeing is improving or diminishing in the ACT over time. Alcohol, 
tobacco and other drug use and dependence have an important impact not only on 
the wellbeing domain of ‘Health’, but also on several other domains such as ‘Safety’, 
‘Living standards’, ‘Social Connection’ and ‘Economy’. Wellbeing outcomes are not the 
same for everyone in the ACT community, and so the Wellbeing Framework also aims 
to consider impacts on specific groups including: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples; carers; children and young people; culturally and linguistically diverse people; 
LGBTIQ+ people; older Canberrans; people with disability and across gender. 

1	  https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/alcohol/alcohol-tobacco-other-drugs-australia/contents/introduction

https://www.health.gov.au/resources/publications/national-drug-strategy-2017-2026
https://www.health.gov.au/resources/publications/national-drug-strategy-2017-2026
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/alcohol/alcohol-tobacco-other-drugs-australia/contents/about
https://directory.atoda.org.au/
https://www.act.gov.au/wellbeing
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/alcohol/alcohol-tobacco-other-drugs-australia/contents/introduction
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Collaboration and partnerships
Key alcohol tobacco and other drug services are provided by a combination of 
government and non-government providers, including peer workers. While Canberra 
Health Services is the largest single provider of alcohol and other drug treatment, the 
ACT Government acknowledges the significant contribution of the non-government 
sector, which includes nine of the ten specialist alcohol and drug service providers. The 
close collaboration and co-design of initiatives between the Government and non-
government organisations is fundamental to the operation of the specialist alcohol 
and other drug treatment and support sector, and has been critical to achieving 
the milestones described in this report. During the life of the Plan, the ACT Health 
Directorate (ACTHD) has collaborated with ACT Government directorates and non-
government organisations to deliver the Plan priority action items. These organisations, 
services and representative bodies include:

•	 ACT Policing
•	 ACT Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Elected Body (ATSIEB)
•	 ACT Government Analytical 

Laboratories
•	 Alcohol Tobacco and Other Drug 

Association ACT (ATODA)
•	 Australian National University
•	 Canberra Alliance for Harm 

Minimisation and Advocacy (CAHMA)
•	 Canberra Health Services (CHS)
•	 Capital Health Network (CHN)
•	 CatholicCare Canberra and Goulburn
•	 Chief Minister, Treasury and Economic 

Development Directorate (CMTEDD)
•	 Coordinator-General for Family Safety
•	 Directions Health Services
•	 Drug Policy Modelling Program, 

University of NSW
•	 ACT Education Directorate
•	 Families and Friends for Drug law 

Reform (FFDLR)
•	 The Foundation for Alcohol Research 

and Education (FARE) 

•	 Gugan Gulwan Aboriginal Youth 
Service

•	 Health Care Consumers’ Association 
(HCCA) of the ACT

•	 Hepatitis ACT
•	 Interchange Health Co-operative
•	 Justice and Community Safety 

Directorate (JACS)
•	 Karralika Programs
•	 Mental Health Community Coalition 

ACT (MHCC)
•	 Pharmacy Guild ACT
•	 Public Health Association of Australia 

(PHAA)
•	 Salvation Army Alcohol and Drug 

Services
•	 Ted Noffs Foundation
•	 360Edge Consultants
•	 Toora Women Inc
•	 Winnunga Nimmityjah Aboriginal 

Health and Community Services.
•	 Transport Canberra and City Services
•	 Youth Coalition ACT

Many of these organisations are represented on the ACT Drug Strategy Action Plan 
Advisory Group (the Advisory Group). The Advisory Group has been an important 
mechanism for collaboration across the ACT Government and the non-government 
sector. The Advisory Group ensures the ACT Government makes informed decisions 
on the implementation, monitoring and evaluation of actions of the Plan. Governance 
arrangements for the next action plan are currently being considered.



8 ACT Drug Strategy Action Plan 2018–2021: Progress Report 2020–21 June 2022

Progress on priority actions 

Alcohol 
Alcohol is the most widely used drug in our community. In 2015, 4.5 per cent of the 
disease burden in Australia was due to alcohol use, making it the sixth leading risk 
factor for preventable illness, injury and death. Alcohol has disproportionately negative 
impacts on younger adults. In the ACT, alcohol is the leading risk factor for preventable 
disease, injury and death among men aged 15–24 years (13.0 per cent), and men aged 
25–44 (12.0 per cent). Alcohol is also the second leading risk factor for preventable 
disease, injury and death among females aged 15–24 (5.8 per cent).2

While the ACT’s alcohol consumption levels are near the national average, a significant 
proportion of people in our community continue to drink at levels that put them at risk 
of harm. 

Alcohol data
•	 The National Drug Strategy Household Survey 2019 indicates the ACT has the lowest 

proportion of lifetime risky drinking over the past year among Australian states and 
territories at 14.1 per cent compared with the national average of 16.8 per cent. The 
rate of lifetime risky drinking in the ACT has reduced from 21.7 per cent in 2007.

•	 There appears to be a gradual decline in short-term risky drinking in the ACT, which 
is down from 28 per cent in 2007 to 21 per cent in 2019. There may be a trend to a 
decline in short term-risky drinking (at least monthly) between 2016 (22.7 per cent) 
and 2019 (20.7 per cent), but this was not statistically significant.

•	 However, wastewater (sewage) analysis over the lifetime of the Action Plan shows 
overall higher levels of alcohol consumption in the ACT in 2021 than in 2018.

•	 Alcohol remains the drug that is most likely to bring people into drug treatment in 
the ACT, with 42.2 per cent of closed3 treatment episodes in 2019-20 being mainly for 
alcohol problems. The next most commonly nominated drug was amphetamines 
(including methamphetamine), accounting for 23 per cent of closed episodes. 

Our achievements: alcohol 

 Completion of Healthy Canberra Grants 
In 2019, the ACT Government awarded more than $2 million in grant funding for new 
community and educational projects to reduce harms from alcohol. Several campaigns 
and initiatives funded under the Healthy Canberra ACT Health Promotion Grants 
Program were completed during 2021 following delays in 2020 due to COVID-19.
2	  Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2019). Australian Burden of Disease Study: Impact and causes 

of illness and death in Australia 2015. Available at: https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/c076f42f-61ea-4348-
9c0a-d996353e838f/aihw-bod-22.pdf.aspx?inline=true

3	  ‘Closed’ treatment episodes are courses of treatment that finished during that financial year. Treatment 
episodes can finish for several reasons, including being successfully completed, but also because a person 
discontinued or changed treatments.

https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/c076f42f-61ea-4348-9c0a-d996353e838f/aihw-bod-22.pdf.aspx?inline=true
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/c076f42f-61ea-4348-9c0a-d996353e838f/aihw-bod-22.pdf.aspx?inline=true
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Reduce Your Risk – alcohol and cancer campaign
The Government funded the Foundation for Alcohol Research and Education (FARE) 
to run the ACT’s first-ever campaign about the link between alcohol use and cancer. 
The FARE Reduce Your Risk campaign was launched in July 2021 and completed in 
September 2021. However, information resources remain available.

Before the campaign, ACT survey results showed people in the ACT had a low 
awareness of the link between alcohol and cancer. Only 27 per cent were aware of the 
link between alcohol and breast cancer; 46 per cent of the link between alcohol and 
colon cancer, and 28 per cent between alcohol and cancers of the head and neck.

The campaign used materials developed in Western Australia and adapted for the  
ACT which have been researched and shown to be some of the most impactful  
alcohol health messaging internationally. The campaign also took into account new 
Australian alcohol consumption guidelines released by the National Health and Medical 
Research Council.

The Reduce Your Risk website was the first component of the campaign to go live, to 
support health professional engagement in the month leading up to the launch of the 
public campaign. The website went live on 25 May 2021. 

A range of campaign resources were distributed via media, including TV 
advertisements, resources for GPs, bus stop advertisements, and social media activities.

FARE Ripple campaign
The Government also funded FARE to run the Ripple campaign, a three-year 
project supporting women aged 40-65 in the ACT to reduce the amount of alcohol they 
drink. FARE partnered with the Centre for Alcohol Policy Research (CAPR) at La Trobe 
University for this project which had two main components: 

1.	 A randomised control trial (RCT) that tested the efficacy of a web-based intervention 
to support women to reduce their alcohol use. 

2.	 A health promotion campaign that focused on raising awareness among the target 
audience of the benefits of reducing alcohol use.

Ripple was launched by the Minister for Health on 30 March 2021, and women were 
enrolled in the trial from launch day. Over eight-weeks Ripple content reached nearly 
195,000 people through paid Facebook advertising and resulted in 3,700 visits to 
the study page on the website. The website had a total of 8,667 page views overall, 
including 4,040 views of the study page. Other strategies used included: 

•	 Broadcast of Ripple videos in General Practitioner’s surgeries, where it reached 
nearly 150,000 waiting room visitors. 

•	 Mailout of 4,000 flyers promoting the Ripple study to General Practice surgeries, 
hospitals, community health centres and other community groups. 

•	 Stakeholder engagement with more than 60 ACT groups and individuals working 
with the target audiences. 

FARE will also report on data obtained through the randomised control trial (RCT) that 
tested a web-based intervention to support women to reduce their alcohol use.

http://www.reduceyourrisk.org.au/
http://www.reduceyourrisk.org.au/
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Third of Men Campaign
The Third of Men campaign (TOM) was targeted towards Canberran men drinking at 
risky levels. Local research showed that there are many men across the ACT who want 
to drink less alcohol, with 31 per cent of those surveyed wanting to reduce their alcohol 
intake over the next 12 months. TOM is a health promotion campaign supporting men 
to reduce their drinking and raising awareness of the Australian guidelines to reduce 
health risks from drinking alcohol. 

The campaign features a series of animated characters called Tom who deliver values-
based messages about the benefits of reducing alcohol consumption, a website with 
tools to help men track and reduce drinking, resources about reducing risks when 
drinking, and opportunities to connect with the broader TOM campaign community. 

The campaign used a social-norms and stages-of-change approach to:

•	 support men taking steps to reduce the amount of alcohol they drink;
•	 motivate men who might consider doing so; and
•	 encourage men to think about the benefits of drinking less alcohol.

The TOM campaign grant concluded in January 2021 and the evaluation found:

•	 TOM reached more than 99,000 men in the ACT, and nearly 33,000 men engaged 
with its social media content, approximately 35 per cent of men in the target group.

•	 The pilot project demonstrated that an online approach to engaging and supporting 
the target audience (ACT men aged 25 to 55 years) to reduce their alcohol 
consumption can be effective and is cost effective.

•	 Qualitative evaluation with the pilot participants demonstrated that the campaign 
tools and information were very worthwhile.

•	 Pilot participants experienced a number of benefits, including increased energy and 
financial savings.

•	 Respondents to the post-campaign survey reported a range of health and social 
benefits that align with those promoted through the project.

The TOM website remains live and can still be accessed.

PARTY program
The Government provided additional funding to expand the Canberra Health  
Services PARTY program. PARTY is an acronym for Prevent Alcohol and Risk-related 
Trauma in Youth. 

The PARTY Program Canberra was originally run out of The Canberra Hospital.  
The aim is to give school students information about trauma that helps them  
recognise potential injury-producing situations, make prevention-oriented choices 
and adopt behaviours that minimise unnecessary risk. Sessions engage students with 
emergency service professionals, doctors, nurses, therapists and people who have 
experienced trauma. 

The hospital-based program saw extremely high demand. The additional funding 
has built the capacity of the program to also be delivered within schools as well as in 
hospital, so that more students can benefit from the program.

https://fare.org.au/tom/
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Canberra Health Services has continued to deliver the PARTY Outreach Program 
to senior high school students. COVID-19 restrictions have led to delays and some 
modifications to the Program’s delivery but with the additional funding more than  
20 sessions have still been delivered to approximately 2,160 students.

Australian Red Cross Save-a-Mate (SAM)
Despite being significantly impacted by COVID-19 restrictions within schools, the 
Australian Red Cross Society has delivered 17 Save-a-Mate (SAM) workshops with up to 
20 people in each one, funded with a grant from ACT Health Directorate.

The SAM program is an alcohol and other drugs education program, which aims to 
equip young people and persons at risk with the knowledge and skills to prevent, and 
to recognise and respond to AOD emergencies through a harm reduction framework. 
SAM is unique in its combination of alcohol and other drug education with basic first 
aid overdose response training.

Winnunga Nimmityjah Reducing Alcohol Related Harm  
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples
Despite significant program delays due to COVID-19, Winnunga Nimmityjah Aboriginal 
Health and Community Services (AHCS) has progressed delivery of the program in the 
following ways: 

•	 Winnunga Nimmityjah AHCS staff are being trained in alcohol screening, brief 
interventions, treatment, and services.

•	 Program material is being tailored to ensure culturally appropriate content and 
delivery and is currently tested by Aboriginal staff at Winnunga Nimmityjah AHCS as 
well as through individual interactions with clients. 

By consulting with clients and continuing to tailor the delivery of the program as well 
as content, through the feedback received, a feeling of client ownership of the program 
material is hoped to be created.

SoBar – Not So Straight Up
SoBar – Not So Straight Up is a program run by Meridian and funded by ACT Health 
which aims to reduce alcohol-related harm within the LGBTIQ+ communities in the 
ACT through increased awareness of the health and wellbeing impacts of alcohol. It 
also aims to challenge the social norms around drinking behaviour and alcohol culture. 
The program focused on increasing awareness of the health and wellbeing impacts of 
harmful alcohol use, changing social norms influencing risky drinking behaviour and 
alcohol culture, and supporting access to suitable treatment and self-help options. The 
evaluation of the SoBar – Not So Straight Up Program was conducted in two parts: a 
process evaluation assessing the quality of activities delivered and an impact evaluation 
assessing the impact of the activities.
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The Not So Straight Up grant concluded on 30 June 2021 and the evaluation found:

•	 The campaign was highly effective at reaching LGBTIQ+ people with messaging 
that challenged social norms around alcohol within LGBTIQ+ communities, raised 
awareness of the health and wellbeing impacts of harmful drinking and promotes 
strategies for addressing risky drinking behaviour.

•	 The program increased LGBTIQ+ people’s access to resources through the 
development and distribution of resources and information through its social media 
and website presence and through educating people through SMART recovery 
therapy sessions.

•	 SMART sessions were effective at increasing clients’ access to inclusive services to 
address risky drinking and alcohol issues.

•	 SoBar – Not So Straight Up reached 8,790 people through the online campaign, and 
200 people in its SoBar pop-up stall at CBR Fair Day 2019, exceeding the target of  
20 per cent of Canberra’s LGBTIQ+ population.

•	 The program delivered LGBTIQ+ alcohol and other drugs (AOD) awareness training 
to 17 organisations from the AOD sector. The training was highly relevant to 
participants with 91 per cent (n=43) rating the training as relevant or very relevant to 
their needs.

•	 The LGBTIQ+ AOD awareness training was effective in supporting services to offer 
inclusive services to LGBTIQ+ people, 95 per cent (n=43) of training participants 
thought the training would contribute a great deal or a lot to their service being 
more inclusive of LGBTIQ+ people. 

Due to the effectiveness of the SMART sessions, Meridian has invested in training 
additional facilitators so that the sessions can continue to be delivered beyond the life 
of the grant. 

 Pregnant Pause – be a hero, take zero Campaign
The Pregnant Pause – be a hero, take zero Program (the Program) built on the success 
of the past Pregnant Pause – swap the pub for your bub Program, by focusing on 
creating supportive environments to help women have alcohol-free pregnancies. 
In 2020, the National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC) changed its 
guidelines to Reduce Health Risks from Drinking Alcohol and recommended that “to 
prevent harm from alcohol to their unborn child, women who are pregnant or planning 
a pregnancy should not drink alcohol.” Drinking alcohol during pregnancy increases 
the risk of miscarriage, stillbirth, premature birth, low-birth weight, and Fetal Alcohol 
Spectrum Disorder (FASD).

The Program was active between June 2020 and June 2021. The objectives and 
strategies used throughout the Program focused on encouraging the ACT community 
to create environments where alcohol-free pregnancies are encouraged and women 
are supported, rather than placing the onus for change on women themselves.

Despite the challenges presented by the COVID-19 pandemic, the Program was 
featured in local media, related campaigns, and events. Advocates for the program, or 
Community Heroes, featured in a range of content that promoted their involvement in 
the Program, which was then re-shared on Pregnant Pause social media channels. 
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With the help of these organisations, the Program reached 721,178 social media users 
on Pregnant Pause social media platforms. Content partnerships were developed with 
local media outlets Her Canberra and Canberra Mums and a health media company 
Tonic Media, achieving broad reach across new audiences: 

•	 Flyers were displayed and videos screened in 63 medical centres across the ACT, 
reaching 294,000 people 

•	 Her Canberra EDM content achieved 9,944 opens 
•	 Canberra Mums Facebook content reached of 55,155 women.

Local media outlets RiotACT and Canberra Times covered the launch of Pregnant 
Pause on 18 June 2020. A highlight of this was when Community Hero, Karinya House, 
promoted their involvement in a Canberra Times article.

The existing Pregnant Pause website was updated with a live feed of Pregnant Pause’s 
Instagram account to show the community in action and prompt people to follow and 
share Pregnant Pause content. Following the website refresh, the visitor bounce rates 
dropped, which indicates that the website redesign was more engaging and prompted 
users to navigate through more pages, rather than exiting quickly. The traffic to the 
Pregnant Pause website achieved over 18,000 visits across the life of the Program.

Data obtained in May 2021 through a YouGov Galaxy poll of adults in the ACT indicated 
awareness was consistent with 2020 levels in the percentage of people aware of a range 
of health consequences of drinking alcohol during pregnancy. This poll also confirmed 
the already very high level of awareness among the ACT population of the guideline 
that women who are pregnant or planning pregnancy should not drink alcohol. Data 
collected in 2019 showed that awareness in the ACT of the Guideline on pregnancy, was 
82.7 per cent. This increased to 96 per cent at the start of the Program.

 Completion of the Driving Change research study
Driving Change: Using Emergency Department Data to Reduce Alcohol-Related 
Harm (Last Drinks) is an Australian multi-site national study led by Deakin University. 
The Canberra Hospital and Calvary Public Hospital emergency departments began 
collecting data in August 2018 and the project was completed in 2021.

The study identifies the most common sources of alcohol-related incidents resulting 
in emergency department presentations, which can then be targeted through public 
health interventions. ACT Health is now undertaking geospatial mapping of data from 
the study to build a better picture of where alcohol-related harms occur in the ACT.

 �Canberra Health Services Alcohol and Drug Services’ 
outpatient alcohol withdrawal program

Canberra Health Services Alcohol and Drug Services has commenced an Outpatient 
Alcohol Withdrawal Program. 

The program is now offered as an option for people with mild to moderate alcohol 
withdrawal symptoms by medical and nursing staff at Canberra Health Services’ 
Alcohol and Drug Services’ Withdrawal Unit. The treatment program requires daily 
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review by the withdrawal unit clinical team, and supervision by their support person 
whilst the person is withdrawing at home. 

Eligible people can also be provided with a combination of both inpatient and 
outpatient withdrawal management. For example, two days in the inpatient withdrawal 
unit and then complete the rest of their withdrawal management as an outpatient. This 
provides choice and flexibility for people requiring alcohol withdrawal management.

 Improved ACT Health website alcohol information
ACT Health Directorate has revised and updated its alcohol information website, which 
went live in October 2021. The site now provides information about the effects of alcohol 
on health, ways to reduce drinking to reduce the risk of harm, and specific information 
for people who are pregnant or trying to become pregnant, and children and families. 
Information is also provided for licensed premises and events where alcohol is served. 
Contact details are also now provided for support services and resources.

The site includes updated information on risky drinking based on the updated National 
Health and Medical Research Council guidelines on alcohol, which were released in 
December 2020. 

 Alcohol Responsible Promotion Guidelines review 
A review of the Liquor (Responsible Promotion of Liquor) Guidelines 2012 (the 
Guidelines) continues to be led by Access Canberra. A discussion paper was released 
in August 2021 with submissions closing on 15 October 2021. Access Canberra 
is considering the range of views that it received and plans to have the revised 
guidelines published in early 2022. The review is expected to result in modernisation 
and simplification of the Guidelines for all users, while providing straightforward 
information to business and industry to assist in meeting their obligations under the 
Liquor Act.

Delayed actions
Some alcohol-focused actions have been delayed due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Government messaging on alcohol to young people, and the review of the relationship 
between alcohol and domestic and family violence, will be further considered in the 
context of the next Action Plan. 

Looking forward: 2022 actions on alcohol and  
related products

 Alcohol supply and alcohol home delivery
The Government is monitoring emerging evidence on the impacts of online alcohol 
orders and home delivery on health and wellbeing.

https://www.health.act.gov.au/about-our-health-system/population-health/alcohol-and-community
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Tobacco and related products
The decline in tobacco use Australia-wide and in the ACT is a significant public health 
success. Fewer young people are now taking up smoking in Australia than at any time 
since official surveys began in the early 1980s.  However, despite these declines tobacco 
still remains the leading cause of preventable disease and death in the ACT and Australia-
wide. Currently around one in 10 Canberrans smoke on a daily or occasional basis. 

The rate of daily smoking more than halved in the ACT between 2001 (18.4 per cent) and 
2020 (8.2 per cent). While current smoking rates are much lower than comparable rates 
in the past, the rate of daily smoking remains high when compared to consumption 
of other drugs. For example, 4.4 per cent of people said they drank alcohol daily 
(2019) and nationally around 1.6 per cent of people use cannabis daily. Long-term 
continued tobacco use kills one in two long term users prematurely, and those who die 
prematurely lose on average 20 years of life.

ACT wastewater analysis shows that nicotine consumption increased during 2019 and 
2020 but fell back to previous levels in 2021. National research indicates that the rise 
in nicotine levels in 2020 may have been linked to more people spending more time 
at home during the 2020 pandemic period and having more opportunity to smoke 
larger quantities during the day. However, nicotine was also detected at higher levels in 
Canberra in 2019, but the reason for this is currently unclear.

Unfortunately, the Australian Secondary Students Alcohol and Drug Survey which was 
due to be conducted in 2020 has been postponed to 2022 due to COVID-19. Only limited 
recent information is therefore available on e-cigarette use among secondary school 
students. However, anecdotal evidence indicates that e-cigarette use is a growing 
concern in school settings. The ACT Government is also concerned that while smoking 
rates have fallen, the increasing use of e-cigarettes among young people is likely to be 
harmful and also a potential pathway into tobacco smoking.

While smoking rates in the general community have fallen over time, smoking rates have 
tended to remain higher among people experiencing various forms of disadvantage. 
This is demonstrated by smoking rates in specific community groups. Compared to the 
Australian national average daily smoking rate of 11 per cent the daily smoking rates 
among some specific cohorts are:

•	 26.5 per cent – people with year 11 or less education;
•	 18 per cent – least advantaged 20 per cent of population;
•	 5 per cent – most advantaged 20 per cent of the population;
•	 24.9 per cent – Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples;
•	 20 per cent – people diagnosed or treated for mental health conditions; and
•	 16 per cent – daily smoking among homosexual and bisexual people.

ACT data is not readily available to directly compare with national figures, but the 
smoking rates among more disadvantaged groups are likely to resemble national 
patterns, broadly speaking. The Service Users’ Satisfaction and Outcomes Survey 2018, 
a survey of alcohol and other drug treatment clients in the ACT by the Alcohol, Tobacco 
and Other Drug Association ACT, found that 76.9 per cent of ACT alcohol and other drug 
treatment service users said they were smokers when they first accessed the service. 
Encouragingly 13 per cent of these people reported quitting smoking after coming into 
contact with the service, and 44 per cent reduced their smoking.



16 ACT Drug Strategy Action Plan 2018–2021: Progress Report 2020–21 June 2022

Our achievements: tobacco and related products

 E-cigarette policy 
The Plan commits to monitoring the emerging evidence regarding the health risks 
associated with the use of electronic cigarettes (e-cigarettes). In November 2020, the 
ACT Government provided a submission to the Select Committee on Tobacco Harm 
Reduction noting the importance of protecting tobacco control achievements and 
prioritising protection of children and young people, and also calling for regulation of 
non-nicotine e-cigarettes.

In August 2021, the ACT Legislative Assembly passed a motion stating that the 
Government would continue to develop programs that educate and inform  
Canberrans about the risks of e-cigarettes and would review relevant legislation to 
ensure current arrangements are contributing to minimising harm being caused by 
e-cigarettes and vaping. 

The ACT Education Directorate distributed e-cigarette resources provided by ACT 
Health to schools during 2021.

ACT Health has worked with other states and territories and the Therapeutic Goods 
Administration (TGA) to plan and roll out the 1 October 2021 changes resulting from the 
TGA decision making import or purchase of nicotine vaping products prescription-only. 
In October 2021, a large number of illegal nicotine vaping products were seized in a 
joint operation by the TGA and ACT Health Directorate from three Canberra businesses. 
Samples of the seized products were tested by the TGA and all were found to contain 
nicotine. Especially concerning was that two-thirds of the products were not labelled as 
containing nicotine. 

Nicotine vaping products are prescription-only medicines, so it is illegal for Australian 
retailers other than pharmacies to sell them, even if the consumer has a valid doctor’s 
prescription. These measures help prevent the uptake of e-cigarettes by young people, 
while permitting adult smokers in conjunction with their medical practitioner to use 
them to assist with smoking cessation where appropriate.

Also of great concern was that two-thirds of the products seized contained one or more 
of eight ingredients that are prohibited by law in nicotine vaping products as they pose 
known health risks when inhaled. Six prohibited ingredients were found, including the 
flavouring agent diacetyl, which when inhaled can cause irreversible lung damage.

Since 1 October 2021, nicotine vaping products supplied in Australia have required a 
doctor’s prescription and must also meet specific labelling, packaging and ingredient 
requirements laid out in a TGA product standard. None of the products seized met 
these requirements.

ACT Health and the TGA are continuing their investigations regarding these and other 
illegal nicotine vaping products.
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 New funding programs to reduce smoking 
The rollout of projects funded under Healthy Canberra Grants: Focus on Reducing 
Smoking-Related Harm was delayed during the COVID-19 pandemic and commenced 
in 2021. The focus of the grants was on increasing smoking cessation among 
disadvantaged and priority groups in the ACT.

The Cancer Council ACT’s Tackling Tobacco in the ACT program was launched in  
June 2021 after the COVID-19 pandemic delayed its implementation. While unable to 
engage actively with the community, Cancer Council ACT linked with Cancer Council 
NSW to undertake staff training and to develop program materials.

The Directions Health Services’ (Directions) Butt it Out! program was also delayed by 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Directions has been coordinating training in tobacco cessation 
screening protocols, support practices, and program evaluation tools for all client-facing 
staff. Additionally, Directions have recruited a Program Coordinator and ANU Research 
Assistant to undertake program evaluation co-design and planning.

The Worldview Foundation pre-release non-indigenous supplement, along with post 
release activity support project, has been impacted due to Worldview staff being 
unable to provide face to face training within the Alexander Maconochie Centre (AMC). 
The program has been modified and adapted to an online format, which will be 
delivered within the AMC on computers. Development of the online modules has taken 
time, however, following user testing the modules are planned to go live in 2022. 

 Safer Baby Bundle
The Canberra Health Services’ Safer Baby Bundle is a national initiative to reduce 
stillbirth by 20 per cent across Australia. One of the elements of the bundle is  smoking 
cessation during pregnancy. ACT Health has provided eight carbon monoxide meters 
for use in maternity services at Calvary Hospital and Centenary Hospital for Women and 
Children to support quitting. Carbon Monoxide meters can both help to confirm that 
people are smoking and can help motivate quitting by providing direct feedback on the 
benefits of stopping smoking by demonstrating a reduction in carbon monoxide when 
people breathe out where smoking has reduced.

Other tobacco initiatives
The Guide to Sale of Smoking Products in the ACT was revised and the updated guide 
was published in 2020.

A Tobacco & E-Cigarette Prevention Community of Practice of government and 
nongovernment stakeholders has been established.
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Looking forward: 2022 actions on tobacco and 
related products

E-cigarettes
ACT Health is collaborating with ANU’s National Centre for Epidemiology and 
Population Health on monitoring of e-cigarette harms to young people.

ACT Health is developing co-design initiative to reduce uptake of e-cigarettes by  
young people.

Tobacco
Work has commenced to identify potential regulatory options to further reduce 
smoking in the ACT.

Healthy Canberra tobacco grant programs which were delayed by COVID-19 will continue.
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Illicit and illicitly used drugs 
Illicit drug use is a risk factor responsible for about 2.6 per cent of the total disease, 
injury and death (burden of disease) in the ACT. A disproportionately high level of 
impact from illicit drug use falls on our young people. 

Illicit drugs data
•	 The National Drug Strategy Household Survey 2019 indicated that the ACT had 

the lowest rate of self-reported recent illicit drug use of any Australian jurisdiction, 
with 14.6 per cent of people saying they had used an illicit drug in the last year. 
There appeared to be an increase in illicit drug use from 12.9 per cent in 2016.

•	 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians were 1.4 times more likely to have 
used illicit drugs compared to non-Aboriginal Australians in 2019.

•	 Compared to people without mental health conditions, the National Drug Strategy 
Household Survey 2019 found that people with a mental health condition were 
1.7 times more likely to have used an illicit drug in the past 12 months (26 per cent 
compared with 15.2 per cent).

•	 ACT wastewater analyses for 2021, indicate recent falls in the levels of consumption of 
several illicit drugs in the ACT during 2020-21, including cocaine, methamphetamine 
and MDMA (‘ecstasy’). Only cannabis use has increased in 2021, reflecting a 
nationwide trend. Cannabis use in the ACT in August 2021 was in the mid-range, 
slightly above the capital city average, but below the regional average. Levels of 
heroin consumption fell to low levels in early 2021 but increased to more usual levels 
later in the year.

•	 The recent falls in drug consumption are encouraging at face value, but caution 
needs to be taken in interpreting drug supply trends during the COVID-19 pandemic 
period when the supply of illicit drugs is likely to have been disrupted. The Australian 
Criminal Intelligence Commission has concluded that COVID pandemic conditions 
have led to drug market disruption in 2020-21, contributing to relatively sustained 
decreases in illicit drug consumption, complemented by law enforcement activities 
and seasonal factors. However, cannabis consumption nationwide notably bounced 
back in late 2021.  

•	 Methamphetamine (ice) and amphetamine (speed) use appears to have fallen 
to low population levels in Canberra. The 2019 household survey records meth/
amphetamine use as 0.3 per cent in the ACT in 2019, compared with 1.1 per cent in 
2016, and 4.5 per cent in 2001. Wastewater analysis also shows a lower level of use of 
meth/amphetamine in the ACT compared to many other parts of the country. 

•	 Despite the low levels of use among the population as a whole, 23 per cent of  
non-pharmacotherapy-based closed treatment episodes provided by specialist 
treatment services in 2020-21 were to help with meth/amphetamine use. This is likely 
to indicate that people who continue to use methamphetamine are more likely to  
be more severely dependent, higher-level users experiencing significant problems 
than previously. 

•	 While there was considerable concern in the past about New Psychoactive 
Substance use in the ACT, use of drugs such as synthetic cannabis appears to be 
at relatively low population levels, although such drugs can have a significant and 
negative health impacts. New substances emerge unpredictably, meaning that 
monitoring and vigilance is required concerning emerging trends.
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Our achievements: illicit and illicitly used drugs 

Drug treatment services

 Opioid treatment – new clinic in north Canberra
Opioid pharmacotherapy treatment4 is associated with reduced overdoses, positive 
health and social outcomes for patients, and reduced rates of crime.

Canberra Health Services opened its new Northside Opioid Treatment Service (NOTS) 
in December 2020. The service provides clients on Opioid Maintenance Therapy (OMT) 
the convenience of dosing in Belconnen if they live on the northside of Canberra. The 
facility is close to transport links and provides access to other specialised health services 
at the same site. Addiction Medicine Specialists provide a weekly clinic in Belconnen 
Health Centre for OMT client assessments and reviews. The service also offers access 
to doctors who can prescribe opioid treatment medications that can be dispensed at 
community pharmacies. 

The ACT Government allocated $3.014 million in new funding over four years to establish 
and operate the service. It was designed in close collaboration with Canberra Alliance 
for Harm Minimisation and Advocacy, the ACT’s consumer organisation for people who 
use drugs. As of 28 June 2021, 55 people were attending the clinic for dosing on the 
site. This represents 31 per cent of clients receiving opioid pharmacotherapies from 
Canberra Health Services, Alcohol and Drug Service. 

Unfortunately, as a result of the Delta strain COVID-19 outbreak, services had to be 
suspended temporarily as experienced Drug and Alcohol Nurses were required to 
support the COVID Community Initiative. Regular clients of NOTS received their opioid 
maintenance therapy dose from The Canberra Hospital service in Phillip, or community 
pharmacies in their local area. However, northside clients have continued to receive clinical 
management and support from the opioid treatment service team (Medical Officers, 
Registered Nurses, Key Workers). The northside service will reopen in 2022.

 Uptake of long-acting buprenorphine
Long acting-acting buprenorphine is a new opioid maintenance treatment formulation 
that can be administered weekly or monthly, rather than every 1-2 days. For patients 
who choose to use the medication, it offers an option which is much more convenient 
than attending a clinic or pharmacy several times a week.

Since September 2019, there has been a steady uptake of long-acting injectable 
buprenorphine by Opioid Treatment Service clients across Canberra Health Services’ 
Alcohol and Drug Services. Canberra Health Services is also working with Capital Health 
Network to increase access through GPs. This medication is also now the preferred 
option in correctional settings in the ACT. As of July 2021, two-thirds of prisoners in the 
Alexander Maconochie Centre who were receiving opioid maintenance treatment were 
receiving long-acting buprenorphine through depot injections.

4	  Also sometimes referred to as opioid maintenance treatment, or simply opioid treatment.
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 Mobile Primary Care Outreach Clinic
The Mobile Primary Care Outreach Clinic is a service established with joint funding 
between ACT Health Directorate, Capital Health Network and John James Foundation. 
The Mobile Primary Care Outreach Clinic, also known as “Pat” (Pathways to Assistance) 
or Pat the Van, is operated by Directions Health Services. This mobile outreach service 
provides weekly integrated primary care, appropriate acute care services (health, 
mental health and AOD), and access to a range of supports to highly vulnerable  
people with complex service needs at five locations across the ACT for free and without 
an appointment. 

The “Pat” van has two fully fitted consultation rooms where people can see GPs or other 
health workers. Initial service commenced mid-November 2020, and the van was fully 
operational in 2021.

Target groups include: people at risk of or experiencing homelessness; people with, 
or recovering from, AOD dependencies; people with complex needs and chronic 
conditions, including mental health conditions; and people with very low incomes. 

Harm reduction and prevention approaches

 �Injecting Drugs – additional investment in providing  
sterile equipment

People who inject drugs are most at risk of contracting the potentially fatal liver 
infection, Hepatitis C, as well as risking other types of viral and bacterial infections. 
Ready access to sterile injecting equipment helps prevent the spread of such infections.

In October 2021 the Government announced additional ongoing funding of $140,000 
per year, to support the increased demand for needle and syringe services in the ACT. 
The additional funding will maintain current and future services across the Needle and 
Syringe Program, including expanded access to a successful pilot outreach service run 
by Directions Health Services to ensure sterile injecting equipment is available to those 
who need it most but can least afford it.

 �National real-time prescription monitoring –  
Canberra Script

Real-Time Prescription Monitoring systems help prevent harms and preventable deaths 
associated with the use of high-risk medicines. The initial commitment in the Plan was 
to introduce an ACT prescription drug monitoring portal. This was completed in March 
2019. However, in May 2019, the ACT also went further in becoming the first jurisdiction to 
commit to implementing the national Real-Time Prescription Monitoring system. In June 
2019, the ACT Government allocated $2.114 million to adopt this new national platform.

Work on the national monitoring platform has progressed during 2020 and 2021 and 
the new “Canberra Script” Management portal software was rolled out internally 
within the ACT Health Directorate in 2021. The Canberra Script Health Practitioner 
Portal was launched in February 2022 and will provide information about Schedule 8 
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(controlled) medicines and also some Schedule 4 prescription only medicines. Schedule 
8 medicines include drugs such as opioid painkillers like oxycodone, and sedative 
benzodiazepine drugs like alprazolam (Xanax). The purpose of Canberra Script is to 
reduce harm and preventable deaths in the ACT community by supporting the safe 
and effective use of monitored medicines. It has the advantage over previous systems 
of providing information about prescribing by medical practices as well as dispensing 
by pharmacies and providing real-time alerts when a patient’s treatment signals a risk 
of harm to them, or the prescription is not authorised. ACT Health Directorate’s vision 
for Canberra Script is that prescribers and pharmacists use this system to provide more 
safe and effective care for ACT consumers.

Information displayed will be sourced from the National Data Exchange, which includes 
dispensing data sourced from other jurisdictions for ACT residents as well as ACT 
pharmacy dispensing data. ACT Health is working in collaboration with Pain Australia 
and its Consumer Advisory Group to facilitate the development of consumer and health 
professional messages, materials, and workshops that will support implementation 
of Canberra Script. Key messages will include the need to reduce opioid harm in the 
community through the safe use of opioids and other medications, and the need for 
the community/users and prescribers to focus on more effective ways of managing 
chronic pain.

 Medically Supervised Injecting Facility
The Action Plan committed to investigating the feasibility, need, effectiveness and 
appropriateness of establishing a medically supervised drug consumption facility 
(or supervised injecting facility) for the ACT. ACT Health Directorate engaged the 
Burnet Institute, in partnership with the Canberra Alliance for Harm Minimisation and 
Advocacy (CAHMA), to determine the need for, and feasibility of, a Drug Consumption 
Room in the ACT and investigate potential models for such a service.

The needs analysis report was published in early 2021. It showed that stakeholders and 
consumers consulted by the Burnet Institute support the establishment of a drug 
consumption room in Canberra. Surveys of potential consumers indicated a strong 
intention to use the service if one was established. 

In the ACT 2021-22 Budget funding was announced of $400,000 over two years to 
explore further options for such a facility in the ACT, including a suitable service model 
and potential location. A medically supervised injecting facility would contribute to 
preventing harms from overdoses, increase accessibility of sterile injecting equipment, 
and provide a gateway for people who are often experiencing significant disadvantage 
to access primary care and drug treatment services.

 Overdose Response Training and Naloxone
Naloxone is a drug that reverses overdose due to opioid drugs including illicit opioids 
such as heroin, and pharmaceutical opioid drugs such as oxycodone or fentanyl. In 
the 2019–20 ACT Budget, the ACT Government provided additional ongoing funding 
of $300,000 annually to expand the reach of Canberra’s naloxone program, which 
makes naloxone available to community members for immediate use in an emergency. 
Training in responding to emergencies is also provided alongside the medication. 
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The number and types of venues where naloxone and overdose response training can be 
provided has been increased significantly under the Action Plan, particularly in key high-
risk settings, facilitated by a new nasal form of naloxone becoming available, in addition 
to the injectable form. Naloxone is now provided directly on discharge from prison to 
appropriate individuals. Needle and Syringe program staff also now provide overdose 
response training to clients and facilitate access to naloxone, and drug treatment service 
staff have received training in responding to overdoses using naloxone.

 �Fixed-site pill testing pilot in Canberra city centre and ACT 
Festivals Pill Testing Policy

Pill testing is a harm reduction service that analyses the contents of drugs and provides 
targeted, evidence-based drug information to assist people to avoid potential harms 
associated with drug use. In October 2021 the ACT 2021-22 Budget announced $260,000 
to support a six-month, fixed-site, pill testing pilot.

Following the release of the independent evaluation of the second ACT pill testing trial, 
the ACT Government developed and published a Festivals Pill Testing Policy in 2020, 
which is available on the ACT Health website.

  �Alcohol and other drug sector response during 2021 
COVID-19 lockdown

ACT Health Directorate has worked closely with drug treatment services providers, 
Canberra Health Services, Capital Health Network, the Pharmacy Guild ACT, community 
pharmacies and primary care practitioners including GPs, throughout the COVID-19 
pandemic to ensure continuity of services. In particular, the Government allocated 
additional funding of up to $250,000 to ensure safe continuity of opioid maintenance 
treatment services. In September 2021 the Government also announced $300,000 
in additional funding for CAHMA for additional Peer Treatment Support Workers to 
maintain their valuable work to support people with complex needs affected by the 
ACT Public Health Directions, and an additional $160,000 in flexible funding to alcohol 
and other drug services to provide additional treatment and counselling support to 
those with substance use problems.

In response to the outbreak of COVID-19 in higher density housing in August 2021, 
the Mental Health, Justice Health and Alcohol & Drug Service set up a COVID-19 
Community Response Team. This comprised experienced Mental Health and Drug and 
Alcohol Nurses who provided clinical support to people in quarantine and isolation. The 
nurses conducted assessments, provided support and managed withdrawal symptoms 
of people affected by substance use and dependence. The original commitment was 
for two weeks, but based on the success of this initiative, the Mental Health and Drug 
and Alcohol Nurses joined the Rapid Evaluation and Care in the Home (REaCH) Team. 
This tri-service approach supports the Primary Health, Mental Health and Drug and 
Alcohol needs of people in quarantine and isolation across the ACT and surrounding 
areas. The REaCH team received referrals directly from quarantine accommodation 
centres (Ragusa and Australian National University) and the COVID-Care-in-the-Home 
Service. The REaCH team supports clients in the community that may otherwise be 
without appropriate services and may require admission to hospital.

https://www.health.act.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-09/The%20Festivals%20Pill%20Testing%20Policy_September%202020.pdf
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The response was significantly strengthened by the work of the ACT peer-based 
drug user organisation CAHMA. CAHMA played a unique role in supporting the ACT 
Government response through their peer workers, and strong relationships with people 
living in public housing. This, coupled with Directions primary health outreach and 
vaccination program, likely substantially reduced COVID-19 transmission among this 
priority population group and in the wider community. 

Alcohol, Tobacco and Other Drug Association ACT (ATODA), the treatment sector 
and consumers advocated for new, more flexible, opioid treatment guidelines to 
provide more flexibility in opioid maintenance treatment during the pandemic period. 
New guidelines were produced in 2020 lockdown which allowed for the necessary 
flexibility to provide pathways for people to access opioid maintenance treatment 
while in isolation.2 Directions Health Services were funded to help people access opioid 
maintenance when they were unable to attend their usual dosing service. Directions 
and CAHMA staff also provided naloxone, food, and other essential supplies, as well as 
access to telephone and data for clients to communicate with healthcare providers. 
Directions’ Needle Syringe Program (NSP) further expanded outreach services to 
facilitate safer access to equipment for people vulnerable to COVID-19, as well as 
provide access to sterile equipment for people in isolation and quarantine.

Meeting the needs of clients required a collaborative effort between Directions, ADS, 
pharmacies and CAHMA, the latter advocating on behalf of clients and forming critical 
communication pathways for clients to access treatment. CAHMA also played a crucial 
role in ensuring that alcohol and nicotine withdrawal was not an additional issue for 
isolating or quarantining individuals. Hepatitis ACT also provided support, delivering 
care packages to people isolating or quarantining at home.

Directions Health Services also began vaccinating vulnerable people against COVID-19 
through their regular primary health outreach services at at housing estates and 
other sites in June 2021. Additional funding and advocacy from the Capital Health 
Network and the ACT Government for increased supply of vaccinations enabled 
Directions to speed up its campaign to ensure vulnerable populations, including people 
experiencing drug and alcohol issues, mental illness, socio-economic disadvantage and 
other complex issues in the ACT, could achieve the highest possible vaccination rate.

To address barriers faced by this population group, dedicated vaccination clinics were 
also established in Directions’ Woden clinic. In addition, Directions’ nursing staff and 
doctors took vaccinations to the doors of residents in over 35 public and community 
housing complexes, all quarantine facilities and numerous individual homes across 
Canberra. Vaccines were also offered to people who were homeless at various sites 
around the ACT. Ted Noffs Foundation also facilitated access to vaccinations for young 
people via its Street University Program. Directions’ vaccination program was supported 
by ACT Housing staff and CAHMA peer workers, who informed and encouraged 
residents to take advantage of this opportunity. Directions actively followed up every 
individual to ensure they would be fully vaccinated, providing their second dose at 
their home or another location convenient to them. The ACT Health Testing Team also 
partnered with Directions, CAHMA and housing providers to offer more accessible PCR 
COVID-19 tests for residents at a number of public and social housing complexes and  
at other sites.
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The Directions’ vaccination program was an outstanding success, substantially 
contributing to the ACT’s world-leading vaccination rate by achieving high rates of 
double vaccination in vulnerable populations across the ACT. Interchange Health Co-
Operative also contributed to the high vaccination rate in this population group by 
providing vaccinations at the Early Morning Centre. 

Therapeutic justice responses and diversion

 Continuation of the ACT Drug and Alcohol Court
The ACT’s Drug and Alcohol Court completed two years of operations in December 
2021. The court was a commitment made in the 2016 Parliamentary Agreement, and 
since its inception in December 2019, has offered an alternative to custodial sentencing 
with a therapeutic jurisprudence approach and holistic sentencing case management.

To December 2021, 46 Drug and Alcohol Treatment Orders have been imposed, with 
participants being a mix of genders and from diverse economic, cultural and ethnic 
backgrounds. Depending on the circumstances, orders can require participants to 
engage in a range of different activities including personal therapeutic counselling, 
treatment and intervention programs, relationship and family counselling as well as 
employment training. The scheme has so far produced five successful graduates with 
many more having progressed to the final phase of their order.

The purpose of the Drug and Alcohol Court is to achieve long-term behavioural change 
and divert people from the criminal justice system and jail. It takes a problem-solving 
approach to dealing with a participant’s behaviour, providing targeted and structured 
health and justice interventions while holding people to account for their behaviour. 
The measure of success is not only the completion of the program by individuals but 
the flow-on effects for those people, their families and for the broader community in 
terms of reduced recidivism.

In the 2021-22 Budget, the ACT Government committed $17.8 million to continue the 
Drug and Alcohol Court.

An evaluation of the implementation has been conducted by the Australian National 
University. The recommendations are being considered by representatives from the 
Justice and Community Services, ACT Supreme Court & ACT Court of Appeal, ACT 
Corrective Services, Public Prosecutions, ACT Health and Canberra Health Services.

 Safer Families
In 2021 ACT Health provided $250,000 to Alcohol, Tobacco and Other Drug Association 
ACT to carry out additional work to improve the capacity of the alcohol and other drug 
sector to identify and respond effectively to domestic and family violence (DFV) (the 
Safer Families Project).

ATODA has been working in collaboration with the Office of the Coordinator-General for 
Family Safety and the ACT Health Directorate to embed the ACT Government domestic 
and family violence capacity-building approach within the Alcohol Tobacco and Other 
Drug sector. ATODA engaged consultants 360Edge to provide seven workshops 
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to workers in specialist alcohol and other drug services in the ACT, and for the ACT 
Domestic Violence Crisis Service to present at each workshop.

At the end of 2021, ninety-one alcohol and other drug workers had successfully 
completed this training. Before-and-after surveys of training participants found that 
knowledge, skills and confidence levels rose by 47 to 49 per cent and familiarity with 
DFV services increased 25 per cent. ACT Health approved the provision of one further 
training session for clinical workers in February-March 2022.

In June 2021, ACT Health Directorate provided a grant of $366,300 (GST inclusive) to 
Winnunga Nimmityjah Aboriginal Health and Community Services for work to 30 
June 2023 to build the capacity of the ACT and surrounding region’s Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander communities to address domestic and family violence within the 
community, particularly in the context of alcohol and other drug use.

Looking forward: 2022 actions on illicit and illicitly 
used drugs 
While there have been a number of significant achievements and new investments 
under the Plan, the Government also acknowledges feedback from the sector that  
the alcohol and other drug treatment system is under stress, and that there is a  
need to further increase effective and affordable treatment and support services, for 
people who use drugs, their families and carers, as well as a need to reduce waiting 
times for treatment.

The Select Committee into the Drugs of Dependence (Personal Use) Amendment Bill 
2021, which held hearings in July 2021, also took evidence on the alcohol and other drug 
sector’s strengths and weaknesses, current and future demand, and appropriate service 
and funding models. The select committee heard evidence that decriminalisation 
would lower the barriers that have often deterred drug dependent users from reaching 
out for healthcare and psychosocial support. The committee tabled its report in 
the ACT Legislative Assembly on 30 November 2021, supporting the passage of the 
Bill, and making several recommendations to improve ACT alcohol and other drug 
treatment system. The Government is considering the committee’s recommendations 
and will provide an official response to the Assembly in 2022. Both the committee’s 
recommendations and the contents of the 59 submissions to the inquiry will be 
carefully considered in developing the next ACT Drug Strategy Action Plan. 

The Government is making significant investments in the infrastructure of the alcohol 
and other drug treatment system and a process of planning and collaborate service 
commissioning is under way to ensure the ACT has the best possible treatment and 
harm reduction systems. It should be noted that while treatment services are included 
in the current section on illicit drugs so that a broad range of treatment and harm 
reduction initiatives can be discussed in one place the progress report, the individual 
drug that most people seek treatment for in the ACT remains alcohol.
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New Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and youth 
residential rehabilitation facilities
The Government committed to a range of initiatives to improve health services in 
the ACT Health system through the 2021-22 Budget. These include investments in 
minimising harms from alcohol and other drugs, as well as a key focus on meeting the 
health needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.

A key initiative will be redevelopment of the Watson Health Precinct to deliver a  
world-class, community-led alcohol and other drug and mental health treatment 
precinct for those most in need. The Government has committed $803,000 in the 
2021-22 Budget to this work, including $550,000 in funding for initial design work 
for rebuilding facilities for Ted Noffs (youth alcohol and other drug residential 
rehabilitation) and CatholicCare (youth mental health facility), and for an Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander alcohol and other drug residential rehabilitation facility. The 
total funding also includes $253,000 in funding for staff for Winnunga Nimmityjah 
Aboriginal Health and Community Services for planning it plan for the new facility. 
The Government will also partner with Winnunga Nimmityjah on the early planning 
and design. The facility is intended to complement existing services, including the 
Ngunnawal Bush Healing Farm.

The Government has also announced that a new facility will be built for Gugan Gulwan 
Aboriginal Youth Service. This will provide new facilities for Gugan Gulwan’s youth 
alcohol and other drug services among other services it provides.

Renovation of existing alcohol and other drug service 
buildings 
In June 2020, the ACT Government signed an agreement with the Australian 
Government for additional funding under the Community Health and Hospitals 
Program, including $4.3 million to expand the capacity of residential alcohol and other 
drug rehabilitation services in the ACT. Agreement to the funding included consulting 
with the ACT alcohol, tobacco and other drug sector to identify critical points of need, 
including ageing infrastructure.

As a result, repairs worth $1.3 million are being undertaken at two residential alcohol 
and other drug treatment facilities run by Karralika Programs at Isabella Plains and 
Fadden. This includes Make Safe and Refurbishment projects, including improvements 
to heating, ventilation and air condition, improved disability access, and an outdoor 
Make Safe and Healing Garden project.

Stakeholder consultation is being undertaken to identify the best allocation of the 
remaining funding. Additional renovations and improvements to buildings completed 
during the lifetime of the ACT Drug Strategy Action Plan include:

•	 Opening of the opioid maintenance treatment clinic through refurbishment of 
rooms in Belconnen community health centre; 

•	 Opening of new walk-in centres providing affordable access to healthcare, including 
access to sterile injecting equipment;

•	 New facilities for diversion services housed within the new court building to provide 
more immediate access for clients.
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Service planning and commissioning
The ACT Health Directorate funds about 70 non-government providers for the delivery 
of more than 100 health and mental health services, including nine alcohol and other 
drug service providers. The contracts for these services are due to expire in June 2022.

Until now, ACT Health has used traditional procurement processes to select and fund 
health services in the community. Feedback to ACT Health has highlighted the need for 
a more inclusive approach to determining the services Canberrans need and value, and 
the way they are delivered. In response, ACT Health is moving towards a collaborative 
commissioning approach for the future provision of health services delivered by non-
government organisations in the community. This aligns with the position increasingly 
adopted across Australian jurisdictions and internationally, where commissioning is 
informing investment in community-based health services and delivering improved 
client outcomes.

The move to commissioning will happen in stages, allowing the approach to be refined 
based on a shared experience of commissioning. The commissioning of alcohol and 
other drug services will be one of the first to occur. ACT Health will work with sector 
partners to carry out a system-wide needs assessment focusing first on types of 
services set out in the National Treatment Framework. Current services not included in 
the National Treatment Framework remain important and will continue to be included 
in the commissioning conversation.

ACT Health has already heard from initial consultations with the sector that there are a 
number of key needs that require addressing including:

•	 Increase access to evidence-informed, effective, and affordable treatment and 
support services, for people who use drugs, but also for their families and carers;

•	 Ensure that we have a highly qualified workforce, but also that staff are supported 
and sustained;

•	 Improve linkages between services, particularly alcohol and other drugs services and 
mental health services;

•	 Increase the proportion of diversions from criminal justice system, and provide 
appropriate resourcing;

•	 Reduce the harms from alcohol and tobacco, including targeted responses;
•	 Further prevent and reduce overdoses;
•	 Strengthen data collection and analysis;
•	 Improve infrastructure and consider future infrastructure needs to that service 

delivery is not just sustained, but grows;
•	 Streamline administration; and
•	 Ensure that services are sustainably funded.

The aim of the collaborative process will be to align multiple pieces of work from the 
beginning to set out a planned and mutually agreed process for meeting shared 
priorities and leveraging the entire knowledge base of the sector. The process will aim 
to embed policy processes into standard practice and will provide opportunity to input 
government process in a coordinated and timely fashion.
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Blood Borne Viruses Prevention Grants
In November 2021, a new round of Healthy Canberra Grants was announced to support 
community-based activities which use a population health approach to reducing risky 
behaviours with a focus on preventing Blood Borne Viruses (BBVs) and Sexually Transmitted 
Infections (STIs). Up to $1.3 million will be available to support multi-year programs delivered 
from May 2022 through to December 2024. Injecting drug use is a cause of transmission 
of blood-borne viruses, and blood-borne bacterial infections.

Next Drug Strategy Action Plan
While substantial achievements have been made under the current Plan, the ACT 
Government is committed to further minimising harm related to alcohol, tobacco 
and other drugs in our community. The ACT Government will develop a new plan in 
collaboration with community partners to renew and target the ATOD policy focus 
across the whole of government, given all that has been achieved and has changed 
over the last three years. The new plan is intended to set clear, ambitious but achievable 
goals that can shape our work not just for the length of the plan, but for the next  
10-20 years of health outcomes.
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Emerging issues, data and reporting 

Our achievements: emerging issues, data  
and reporting
The Plan allows for responses to emerging priorities that could not be identified at the time 
the plan was developed. Important issues that have emerged during the lifetime of the 
Plan, which the Government has responded to, that were not initially anticipated were:

•	 The COVID-19 pandemic;
•	 The Drugs of Dependence (Personal Cannabis Use) Amendment Bill 2019 to 

decriminalise possession and cultivation of small amounts of cannabis; and
•	 The Drugs of Dependence (Personal Use) Amendment Bill 2021 to reduce penalties and 

further decriminalise possession offences for some more-commonly used illicit drugs.

The 2021 pandemic response has been described above, as have cannabis related data. 
The Government made a detailed submission to the ACT Legislative Assembly Select 
Committee Inquiry on the Drugs of Dependence (Personal Use) Amendment Bill 
2021. Committee hearings were held in July 2021, and the Minister for Health provided 
evidence to the Inquiry. As indicated above the select committee tabled its report on  
30 November 2021.

Looking forward: 2022 actions on emerging issues, 
data and reporting

Future drug trends
ACT drug consumption trends detected through wastewater testing showed that 
consumption of several illicit drugs fell in 2021, except cannabis. This pattern reflected 
national trends with cannabis at a record high nationwide in August and October 2021 
but records lows for MDMA (‘ecstasy’), and methamphetamine.

As Australia’s borders, both internal and external, reopen following the pandemic it is 
likely that the supply of illicit drugs from overseas, particularly those smuggled by air, 
will increase. Demand for drugs that are consumed in and around nightlife venues is 
also likely to increase as bars and nightclubs operate with increased capacity limits. It is 
likely that consumers will switch between drug types as their preferred drugs become 
available in greater quantity again. Some drugs, such as MDMA or ecstasy, seem have a 
strong relationship to music festivals, and use of these drugs may increase accordingly 
at large events. 

The Government and the ACT alcohol, tobacco and other drug service sector are 
therefore aware that increases in drug use and alcohol consumption may occur 
as Australia moves into a phase of fewer restrictions on movement. Additional 
investments, for example in a fixed site pill testing pilot, are therefore well timed.
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Canberrans’ views on drug policy
Canberrans have progressive views on drug policy, and the Government’s approach 
reflects these views.

An ACT-Government-commissioned YourSay survey conducted in Canberra in March 
2021 found that 68 to 75 per cent of people, depending on the specific drug, supported 
responses to small-quantity personal drug possession offences that stopped short of 
court proceedings. For example, Canberrans favoured a caution, small fine, or referral to 
drug education or treatment over a substantial fine, community service order, weekend 
detention, or prison. Only 4 per cent to 11 per cent of Canberrans support a prison 
sentence for drug possession for personal use, depending on the specific drug.

The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare National Drug Strategy Household Survey 
2019 showed support for pill testing among Canberrans to be the highest in the country, 
at 70 per cent. The majority of Australians support pill testing (57 per cent). The 2019 
household survey also showed that two-thirds of people surveyed in the ACT support 
harm reduction measures, such as needle and syringe programs (72 per cent), opioid 
maintenance treatment (68 per cent), access to take-home opioid overdose reversal drug 
naloxone (63 per cent) and regulated injecting rooms (65 per cent).

The new COVID-19 normal
While Canberra has one of the highest vaccination rates of any city in the world, the 
COVID-19 virus remains in the community and there continues to be a potential for  
break-through infections. Like other areas of health, alcohol and other drug services 
have been developing plans to deal with this new ‘COVID-19 normal’ and to ensure that 
staff and clients are kept as safe as possible with COVID endemic in the community. 
Considerable experience has been gained by the sector and the health system during 
2020 and 2021, and contingency arrangements are in place for potential outbreaks.

Drugs of Dependence (Personal Use) Amendment Bill 2021
The Government will formally respond to the findings of the Select Committee Inquiry 
into the Drugs of Dependence (Personal Use) Amendment Bill 2021 (the Private 
Member’s Bill) in 2022. The Government is committed to enhancing health-based 
responses to illicit drug use.

Fixed Site Pill Testing
ACT Health is currently working closely with Pill Testing Australia to establish a fixed 
site pill testing pilot to take place in the city commencing in the first half of 2022. The 
pilot project will help establish the usefulness of a fixed-site service. The trial will also 
potentially provide additional data about the contents of drugs circulating in Canberra 
and provide warning of contaminants and toxic substances contained in those drugs.

Prompt Response Network
Prompt Response Networks, or Early Warning Systems, are programs that are designed 
to make rapid and coordinated use of new drug data, so that emerging trends and risks 
can be quickly identified and communicated to reduce drug-related harms. 
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As a smaller jurisdiction, the intention for the ACT was to move in line with national 
project to draw on the national work and make efficient use of resources. Work on the 
national project was delayed during the COVID-19 pandemic, but is now progressing 
again, with ACT Health Directorate participating in the national project group.

Further work will be carried out during the next alcohol and other drug plan to build a 
local Prompt Response Network to better collate information to provide timely warning 
of emerging illicit drug trends.

Australian Secondary Students’ Alcohol and Drug Survey
The ACT Health Directorate was due to collect Canberra schools’ data for the three-
yearly Australian Secondary Students’ Alcohol and Drug in 2020. However, this national 
survey has been postponed until 2022 due to the disruption of usual school activities 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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