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Executive Summary 
This report details findings of a feasibility study on the establishment of a drug consumption room 

(DCR) for the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) that was commissioned by the ACT Health 

Directorate and undertaken as a collaboration between the Burnet Institute and the Canberra 

Alliance for Harm Minimisation and Advocacy (CAHMA). The study involved four main components: 

(1) a desktop review of relevant literature, (2) qualitative interviews with stakeholders, (3) a 

quantitative survey of people who use drǳƎǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !/¢Σ ŀƴŘ όпύ ōǊƛŜŦ ΨǎƴŀǇǎƘƻǘΩ ǎǳǊǾŜȅǎ ƻŦ ƴŜŜŘƭŜ 

and syringe program clients. A summary of key findings is presented in this Executive Summary. 

Drug use and key drug related harms in the ACT 
Primary data collected in this study coupled with other surveillance sources suggests that risky 

patterns of drug use among key risk groups such as people who inject drugs (people who inject 

drugs), including polydrug use, is prevalent in the ACT. Importantly, this work found a significant 

amount of public drug use was reported (between 14% and 24% of all recent drug use episodes). Key 

harms such as recent opioid overdose were reported by around 20% of the ACT samples of people 

who use drugs accessed in this study, a figure comparable to those reported in other parts of the 

country, including Melbourne prior to the establishment of the Melbourne Supervised Injecting 

Room (MSIR). Similarly, rates of heroin/opioid overdose attended by ambulances in the ACT appear 

comparable to those observed in Melbourne prior to the establishment of the MSIR and there has 

been an increase in opioid overdose deaths in the ACT over the previous decade. 

The ACT service system  
The ACT is home to a diverse range of services for people who use drugs. These include harm 

reduction and treatment services that are geographically dispersed across the region, although some 

are concentrated in particular areas and other areas have few services available. Treatment services 

are frequently used, for example the majority of the samples of people who inject drugs in the ACT 

report having been in treatment previously and around half report current engagement with one or 

more forms of treatment. Treatment statistics show that participation in treatment has increased 

significantly over the last decade in the ACT. In particular, over the last 10 years the proportion of 

people receiving opioid agonist treatment (OAT) has increased substantially and amphetamine 

treatment episodes have increased drastically. Evidence shows very high satisfaction with AOD 

services among clients in the ACT. A range of strengths were identified in the ACT system including 

cooperation and collaboration between service providers and the wide availability of key harm 

reduction responses such as Needle and Syringe Programs (NSP). A range of gaps were also 

identified including insufficient resourcing of services, poor access to services in some areas, and lack 

of specialist services for particular population groups. 

Drug Consumption Rooms  
Drug Consumption Rooms are spaces in which people can legally consume drugs under supervision. 

Evidence from Australia and internationally shows that DCRs are associated with a range of positive 

effects for individuals (e.g. reductions in overdose) and communities (e.g. improved public amenity). 

Most of the evidence derives from supervised injecting facilities that are typically established in the 

context of concerns around public injecting. These facilities have been shown to attract the most 

marginalised and vulnerable clients and economic analysis suggest that they have clear benefits to 

the community.  
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A range of DCR models exist in Australia and internationally: 

Á Specialised DCRs are fixed site and stand-alone facilities located close to drug markets. Tailored 

exclusively to the needs of people who use drugs, they attract the most vulnerable and 

marginalised populations who may not otherwise access other health services 

Á Integrated DCRs are incorporated into existing services both physically and operationally and 

offer a range of interlinked services 

Á Mobile DCRs are housed in vehicles which may travel to multiple sites according to need. They 

are limited by the number of clients able to access at any one time but are potentially suited to 

dynamic or geographically dispersed drug markets 

Á Women-only DCRs address specific health, social and safety concerns experienced by women 

who use drugs 

Á Overdose prevention sites (unique to British Columbia, Canada), involve monitoring clients for 

overdose, but do not require clinical supervision of drug use.  

DCRs vary in terms of admission and exclusion criteria (e.g. minimum age requirements, exclusion of 

pregnant women or intoxicated persons), types of drug use allowed (e.g. injection versus smoking), 

staffing and hours of operation. 

A DCR for the ACT 
Converging lines of evidence presented in this report demonstrate the feasibility of establishing a 

DCR in the ACT. Primary and secondary data collected on patterns of drug trends and related harms 

indicate that overdose and public drug use are significant public health and amenity issues. Surveys 

of potential consumers across multiple data collections indicated a strong intention to use a DCR if 

established, with intentions most frequently reported among participants recruited from Civic. 

Sector stakeholders were strongly in support of the establishment of a DCR, and this support is 

echoed by the wider community, reflected in responses to the National Drug Strategy Household 

Survey. This support, coupled with the existence of relevant legislation and strong service structures 

indicates that a DCR can feasibly be implemented in the ACT. 

!ƴȅ 5/w ƳƻŘŜƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !/¢ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ !/¢Ωǎ relatively small population compared to other 

Australian cities. To this end a model in which a small DCR is established initially has been 

recommended. This model can be implemented through linkage to existing harm reduction service 

frameworks so that a range of ancillary services can be offered to clients. The service should initially 

focus on injection, with additional research required to determine needs and costs of providing for 

alternative routes of administration such as smoking. Assuming a similar per-injecting booth 

throughput to that seen in Melbourne, a small DCR would be expected to be able to accommodate 

need given the most recent estimate of the number of people who inject drugs in the ACT. 

Nevertheless, capacity to scale-up should be built into the facility. Monitoring and evaluation of the 

service should focus on process and implementation issues that would inform the development of 

any additional services in different locations in the ACT, should the need arise.  

Service staffing should reflect the requirements of the current legislation around medical supervision 

but stakeholders and potential consumers also recommended the inclusion of peer workers to 

ensure appropriate service and system co-design, as well as to reduce stigma and facilitate service 

uptake.  Service design may also build on the available resources for DCR design from other 

jurisdictions. 

Although survey data suggest high levels of support for DCRs in the ACT community, further work is 

likely to be needed to engage the broader ACT community to build understanding of need and 

support for establishment of such a service, as has been the case in other Australian jurisdictions. 



1.0 Introduction 

This is the final report of a feasibility study on the establishment of a drug consumption room (DCR) 

for the Australian Capital Territory (ACT). It outlines the results of a study undertaken as a 

collaboration between the Burnet Institute and the Canberra Alliance for Harm Minimisation and 

Advocacy (CAHMA) in 2020, commissioned by the ACT Health Directorate (ACTHD). 

1.1 Policy context 

!ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎupervised injecting facility (SIF), the Medically Supervised Injecting Centre (MSIC), 

opened ƛƴ YƛƴƎΩǎ /ǊƻǎǎΣ {ȅŘƴŜȅ ƛƴ нллм. A second, the Melbourne Medically Supervised Injecting 

Room (MSIR), opened in North Richmond, Melbourne in 2018. In June 2020 the Victorian State 

Government announced its intention to establish another facility in MelōƻǳǊƴŜΩǎ central business 

district.1 Discussions around a SIF in the ACT can be traced back to 1998 when a Supervised Injecting 

Place Trial Advisory Committee was established. The following year the ACT Legislative Assembly 

passed the Supervised Injecting Place Trial Act 1999, which outlined a plan for the trial of a facility in 

Civic, Canberra. In July 2000, the ACT government deferred the implementation of any facility until 

after the 2002 election. Since then the legislation and proposed trial has remained inactive, while 

interest in the issue has fluctuated over the years until resurfacing recently.2 In particular, a key 

commitment outlined in the current ACT Drug Strategy Action Plan (2018ςнмύ ƛǎ ǘƻ Ψinvestigate the 

feasibility, need, effectiveness and appropriateness of establishing a medically supervised drug 

consumption facility (MSIF) in the ACTΩ.3 This builds upon a history of working towards reducing drug 

overdoses in the ACT over the past decade, including establishing !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘŀƪŜ-home 

naloxone (THN) program in April 2012.4  

1.2 Project background 

As part of the ACT Drug Strategy Action Plan 2018ς21 (Action 18, page 21), the ACT Government 

committed to investigating the feasibility, need, effectiveness and appropriateness of establishing a 

medically supervised drug consumption facility for the ACT (the term used in tender documentation, 

but see discussion in 2.0 below for the preferred term, Drug Consumption Room, DCR). 

The ACTHD established the Medically Supervised Injecting Facility Working Group in January 2020. 

The purposes of this Group are to: 

Á Advise on development of the feasibility study 

Á Advise on other strategies for reduction of overdose-related morbidity and mortality and other 

alcohol and other drug (AOD) related harms in the ACT 

Á Act as a resource for the successful consultant regarding the ACT AOD sector, appropriate 

stakeholder engagement and harm reduction in a local context. 

The Group is chaired by ACTHD and includes representatives from Canberra Health Services, CAHMA 

(ǘƘŜ !/¢Ωǎ ŘǊǳƎ ǳǎŜǊ ƎǊƻǳǇ), the Alcohol Tobacco and Other Drug Association ACT (ATODAΣ ǘƘŜ !/¢Ωǎ 

peak body for alcohol and other drug services), Directions Health Services (NSP), Capital Health 

Network, ACT Policing, the Public Health Association of Australia and the ACT Drug Strategy Action 

Plan Advisory Group research advisor. However, for the duration of the feasibility study, CAHMA 

participated in Working Group meetings only in its capacity as a member of the study team.  



2 

The Working Group approved the statement of requirements for the Request for Quotation for the 

feasibility study in February 2020. Following executive approval, ACTHD released a request for 

tender in February 2020. 

As successful tenderers, in April 2020 the Burnet Institute, in collaboration with CAHMA, was 

commissioned by ACTHD to determine the need for, and feasibility of, a DCR in the ACT and 

investigate potential models for such a service.    

Summarised from the tender documentation, the specific aims of the study were to: 

Á Identify current and future drug usage patterns, risk behaviours and related issues in the ACT 

Á Identify gaps in current services in the ACT and services needed to address those gaps 

Á Describe DCR models used in Australia and internationally 

Á Review development processes and outcomes for similar services, including cost-benefit 

analyses for these services 

Á Assess the need and feasibility for such a service in the ACT 

Á Advise on an appropriate model for a service in the ACT, should one be identified as needed, and 

provide high-level advice on likely costs and an appropriate evaluation framework for the 

service. 

The project was carried out during the COVID-19 pandemic, with the ACT and Australia in a state of 

public health emergency for much of the project. Melbourne, where the project team is largely 

based moved to a state of public health disaster during the latter stages of the study. This meant 

that all interviews for the project were conducted remotely (phone or video conference) as 

Melbourne-based members of the team were not able to visit the ACT. 
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2.0 Methods 

Four research activities were undertaken for the project: 

1. A desktop review of peer-reviewed and grey literature exploring: 

a. Australian and international evidence about DCR service models and design 

b. Patterns of drug use and harm in the ACT 

2. Qualitative in-depth interviews with stakeholders (hereafter Ψǎtakeholder interviewsΩ): 

a. Organisations and individuals from the ACT including AOD, harm reduction, health 

and housing/homelessness service providers, government service providers and 

policy makers and people with lived experience (n=27), to explore support for and 

possible models for a DCR in the ACT (see Table A11 for detailed breakdown of those 

interviewed) 

b. Organisations and individuals involved in the delivery of DCR services in other 

jurisdictions in Australia and internationally (n=4), to examine existing DCR models 

and issues relating to feasibility of establishment and ongoing service provision  

3. A survey of people residing in the ACT who currently use drugs (101 potential DCR service 

users: mean age 42 years (range: 20-67 years), 55% male, 32% Aboriginal and/or Torres 

Strait Islander) exploring basic demographics, drug use and service utilisation patterns and 

opinions about utilisation of and support for a DCR in the ACT όƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊΣ ΨŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊ ǎǳǊǾŜȅΩύ 

4. A bǊƛŜŦ ǉǳŀƴǘƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ΨǎnapshotΩ survey of clients of primary NSPs in the ACT (n=242) to 

identify their demographics (mean age 45 years, 69% male, 16% Aboriginal and/or Torres 

Strait Islander), opinions about a proposed DCR in the ACT, and drug use patterns (hereafter, 

ΨNSP snapshot surveyΩ). 

Ethics clearance was received from ACT Health Human Research Ethics Committee in May 2020 

(reference number 2020.ETH.00086). 

The following report synthesises the main findings of the study. It first provides:  

Á A brief overview of the evidence supporting the implementation of DCR services in Australia and 

globally 

Á A description of the ACT context regarding drug use patterns and the current service system for 

people who use drugs, including gaps and other issues, and consideration of whether there is a 

need for a DCR in the ACT 

Á An exploration of DCR models used in other jurisdictions and what may be considered suitable 

for the ACT. 

These findings are then synthesised with the views and experiences of people in the ACT. The 

appendices contain detailed findings from each of the individual research activities listed above. 

In this report, we use the term DCR (drug consumption room), consistent with international 

terminology, and to include the consideration of the consumption of drugs by means other than 

injection and consumption that does not necessarily involve medical supervision.   

The research methods used in this study were adapted to enable work during public health 

emergency conditions brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic. The Melbourne-based Burnet 

Institute team was unable to travel to the ACT to conduct the research. All interviews were 

conducted using remote methods such as telephone and videoconferencing.  
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Potential consumer interviews were all conducted by CAHMA staff remotely. Stakeholder interviews 

were conducted by the Burnet Institute. NSP snapshot surveys were facilitated by staff at Civic, 

Phillip and Hepatitis ACT NSP sites. The CAHMA team provided input into the development of 

materials and interview schedules but played no role in relation to data analysis and synthesis. 

Stakeholders from the Medically Supervised Injecting Facility Working Group and ACT Government 

provided feedback on an earlier draft of this report. 
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3.0 Summary of evidence for Drug Consumption Rooms 

 

3.1 What is a drug consumption room? 

Drug consumption rooms are typically defined as spaces in which people can self-administer pre-

obtained illicit drugs under trained supervision in a hygienic, safe and non-judgemental 

environment. Historically, DCRs operate for the supervised consumption of drugs via injection, but a 

small number of DCRs have been established for drug consumption through other routes of 

administration such as snorting, inhalation or oral administration.5 DCRs were originally developed 

as a public health response to the rapid spread of HIV/AIDS among people who inject drugs in the 

1980s, drug overdose and to problems posed by public drug use. The first legal supervised injecting 

room opened in Switzerland in 1986; as of 2019 there were at least 119 DCRs operating in 13 

countries (see Table 1).6,7 Most of these DCRs operate in Europe and Canada, and there are DCRs 

(medically supervised injecting facilities) in Sydney and Melbourne. There are reports of several 

unsanctioned DCRs in Latin America, the United States and North Africa. This review focuses on 

publicly available information from sanctioned sites only. 

KEY FINDINGS 

Á DCRs are spaces in which people can legally consume drugs under supervision. 

Á DCRs have been shown to reduce a range of drug-related harms, both for individuals 

who use drugs and communities through direct response to harms like overdose, 

advice on safer drug use practices and provision of a range of complementary services, 

such as those relating to blood-borne viruses.  

Á DCRs are typically accessed by the most marginalised people who use drugs and those 

most vulnerable to drug-related harms.  

Á DCRs have demonstrated a positive return on investment.  

Á DCRs have been established in other jurisdictions for a range of reasons, but typically in 

response to the presence of a street drug market, significant public injecting and 

discarded injecting equipment and high rates of harms, particularly overdose. 

Á More than 50% of people who use drugs sampled indicated a strong intention to use 

a facility if available in the ACT, with highest support evident among those recruited 

in Civic. 

Á Service providers in the ACT report strong levels of support for an ACT-based DCR.  

Á A majority of ACT residents indicate support for the establishment of supervised 

injecting facilities. Nevertheless, further work is likely to be needed to engage the 

broader ACT community to build understanding of need and support for establishment 

of such a service, as has been the case in other Australian jurisdictions.  

Á Legislation governing the operation of a trial DCR in the ACT already exists.  

Á Some detailed guidelines for operational policies and procedures from other similar 

services are available in the public domain. 
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Table 1: Countries with DCRs and number of DCRs, as indicated in 2019 

  n 

Australia 2 

Canada 49 

France 2 

Denmark 5 

Germany 24 

Luxembourg 2 

Netherlands 24 

Norway 2 

Portugal 1 

Spain 13 

Switzerland 12 

Ukraine 1 

Although operating objectives may vary slightly, DCRs are typically established to reduce some of the 

individual and community harms arising from illicit drug use connected to active and open street 

drug markets.8,9 DCRs aim to reduce morbidity and mortality among client populations, and to 

improve the public amenity of surrounding areas. DCRs may be embedded within existing health 

services, physically and/or operationally, providing smooth pathways for linkage to care outside of 

the core services offered by the DCR.8 Importantly, evidence suggests DCRs should be low-threshold 

(i.e. have minimal barriers to access). DCRs are generally implemented as part of a comprehensive 

harm reduction strategy complementing NSPs, OAT and blood-borne virus (BBV) testing and 

treatment.5    

Publicly available English-language information on the effectiveness of DCRs comes mostly from 

evaluations of facilities in Canada and Australia. The remainder of this section summarises the 

available evidence that measures the impacts of DCRs on individual and community harms related to 

illicit drug use. Impacts of services relate principally to: 

Á BBV transmission 

Á Overdose 

Á Injecting-related injury and disease 

Á Linkage to drug treatment 

Á Social and health services 

Á Public drug use 

Á Discarded drug-related litter. 

3.1.2 Impacts of DCRs on people who use drugs 

Evidence shows DCRs reduce drug-related harms for people who use them. Scientific evaluations 

show DCRs are associated with reductions in drug-related mortality,10-14 all-cause mortality,15 

ambulance attendances at overdoses12,16 and overdose-related hospital emergency department 

presentations,17,18 at an ecological level in the areas where they have been implemented. Evidence 

also suggests reduced needle and syringe sharing,19,20 reduced injecting-related injury and disease 

such as abscesses, septicaemia and endocarditis,21 and positive changes in injecting practices such as 

not reusing needles and syringes and swabbing among clients of DCRs.22 Further, DCR staff can 
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respond quickly to overdoses that occur frequently within facilities and ensure safe disposal of 

injecting equipment.22-24 DCRs have also been credited with avoidance of newly acquired HIV10,25,26 

and hepatitis C infections,18 and importantly, to date there has been no overdose fatality recorded in 

any DCR.27 

There is good evidence that DCRs are accessed by those most in need ς the most marginalised and 

vulnerable people who use drugs, including those experiencing homelessness,12,28 mental health 

disorders,18 Indigenous populations,12,17,21 or people who engage in high-risk drug use practices.29,30 

¢ƘŜǎŜ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ΨƘƛŘŘŜƴΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƘŀǊŘ-to-ǊŜŀŎƘΩΣ ŀǊŜ offered drug education31 and linked 

to health32 and social services,12,21 drug detoxification33,34 and treatment services21,35 in DCRs. 

3.1.3 Public amenity  

Drug consumption rooms have been shown to have positive impacts on the local community 

through removing at least a portion of street-based and other public drug use. There is evidence that 

the presence of DCRs is associated with reductions in drug-related litter17,18 and public drug 

use,12,18,27,36 thus improving public amenity.21,37 The public amenity impacts of Australian DCRs are 

more nuanced compared with other countries. An estimated 164,655 public injections were avoided 

during the first five years of the YƛƴƎΩǎ /ǊƻǎǎΣ Sydney MSIC.38 However, in North Richmond, 

Melbourne, factors including unforeseen demand, a pre-existing expansion of the local drug market, 

and some exclusion criteria led the panel conducting an independent review of the MSIR to conclude 

that the MSIR had not improved public amenity during its first 18 months of operation. The MSIR 

review panel noted that the trial was implemented rapidly in response to escalating public health 

and safety concerns surrounding public injecting in North Richmond. Data suggests that the number 

of people buying and/or using drugs in North Richmond was increasing before the MSIR opened. As 

such, the MSIR had been inundated with demand in the first 18 months of operation, and initial 

implementation focused primarily on establishing supervised drug consumption, with the service still 

being in the early stages of implementing a suite of responses to address diverse issues in the local 

area at the time of the review.12  

3.1.4 Economic and societal impacts 

Economic evaluations of DCRs provide estimates of the benefits accrued to the community by 

comparison with an alternative situation in which the facility does not exist (counterfactual).21 

Economic analyses include measures specific to the context and data available for the service being 

evaluated, hence there is no agreed-upon method for economic analysis. In practice, they focus on 

more tangible indicators, such as the costs associated with BBV infections that the facility is likely to 

have prevented, as well as costs associated with overdoses that occurred or were avoided in the 

facility that might have occurred elsewhere, and incurred costs such as ambulances and hospital 

treatment.21,39  

A 2010 cost-ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ±ŀƴŎƻǳǾŜǊΩǎ LƴǎƛǘŜ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘǎΣ ƻƴ 

average, about 35 new cases of HIV and three deaths each year. This translates to an economic 

benefit of at least CAD 6million (AUD 6.3million) per year after program costs are taken into 

account.10 Another cost-effectiveness analysis of Insite estimated an incremental net savings of 

almost CAD 14million (AUD 14.3million) and 920 life-years gained when accounting only for 

decreased needle/syringe sharing, increasing to CAD 20 million (AUD 21 million) in incremental net 

savings and 1070 life-years gained with the additional consideration of increased safe injection 

practices.25  
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The most recent economic evaluation of the MSIC, published by Saha International in 2008, found 

that the facility delivered substantial economic benefit ς a saving of $658,000 over 12 months period 

for the New South Wales (NSW) government (compared to providing similar health outcomes 

through other means in the health system). Half of these savings came from the prevention of HIV 

and hepatitis C infections, and 25% from avoidance of overdose costs.39 It is important to note that 

these economic analyses are likely to underestimate the benefits of DCRs, because some intangible 

costs such as deterioration in client health, reduced functionality of people affected by BBV 

infections and overdose, improved public amenity and decreased drug-related crime were not 

considered.  

3.2 DCR implementation 

DCRs have typically been implemented idiosyncratically in response to local demand and conditions. 

Moves towards establishing standards and principles for implementing and operating DCRs in the 

late 1990s are described mostly in publications in German. Recently, DCRs have emerged as a key 

response to the Canadian opioid overdose crisis, and a range of related implementation documents 

cover the key areas outlined in this section of the report.   

Operational guidelines developed by the British Columbia Centre on Substance Use40 state that the 

primary issues to consider when considering a DCR are the target client population, the existing 

network of services for people who use drugs, willingness to utilise a DCR, service design to meet 

local need, and the resources available including funding, space and staff. The authors stress the 

importance of including the target population (potential DCR clients) in planning and execution, as 

well as identifying and consulting other stakeholders. If a DCR is identified as both needed and 

suitable for the context, the next step is to define its goals, targets and anticipated outcomes. 

3.2.1 Identification of need and suitability 

Common factors which have preceded the introduction of DCRs internationally include the presence 

of indicators of public drug use such as a street-based drug market, inappropriately discarded 

injecting equipment, and high rates of overdose mortality and/or other drug-related harms such as 

BBV transmission. The emphasis on either public health or public order objectives differs between 

locations, influenced at least in part by which groups influenced DCR implementation processes.9  

Qualitative interviews for this study found that both the MSIR and MSIC were established out of a 

perceived need to respond to overdose deaths, a finding reflected in the early literature on the 

MSIC.41 In Sydney in the late 1990s, there was increased media and political attention on fatal 

ƻǾŜǊŘƻǎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ YƛƴƎΩǎ /Ǌƻǎǎ ŀǊŜŀΦ Lƴ мффт, an inquest into police corruption recommended the 

establishment of a sanctioned SIF (as there were several clandestine shooting galleries operating in 

the area at the time) to combat the problem.41 In Melbourne, support and lobbying for an SIF 

followed multiple CoronerΩǎ recommendations after the fatal overdose of a woman in Richmond.42 

Support was evident across a wide spectrum including family groups, the Australian Medical 

Association (AMA), Ambulance Victoria, Victoria Police, the Herald Sun newspaper, and local 

advocacy group Residents for Victoria Street Drug Solutions. Support from politicians was also 

pivotal in the establishment of both Australian facilities. In the case of British Columba (BC), Canada, 

the key stakeholder who we interviewed for this study described an inclusive and collaborative 

establishment process which involved local health services, police and the local activist group, 

Vancouver Area Network of Drug Users. 
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Australian Capital Territory stakeholders were asked about whether a DCR would be appropriate for 

the ACT, and they generally agreed that such a service would be well received by people who use 

drugs and supported by other service providers. This sentiment was shared by AOD treatment 

providers, homelessness services, justice system representatives and ACT Police. Some 

recommended that multiple DCRs may be needed to service the geographically dispersed drug 

consumption scene of the ACT. One suggestion was to establish one primary facility, which could 

then be followed by other small services in areas where drug use is concentrated, and a need is 

identified. It was suggested that a small site could be easily integrated into existing health facilities. 

One stakeholder believed that a service needed to be located in close proximity to a street drug 

market, such as those in North Richmond and Kings Cross that have a significant concentration of 

drug dealing and consumption in one area, for a facility to be successful. Stakeholders noted the 

importance of clients being able to walk or catch public transport to the facility. Ultimately, the level 

of buy-in from consumers was seen as being most heavily influenced by the: 

Á Geographic location of the service 

Á Availability of other services onsite 

Á Confidentiality of the service. 

3.2.2 Acceptability 

There was strong support for the establishment of a DCR among participants in both the consumer 

and NSP snapshot surveys. A large majority (84%) of consumer survey participants and more than 

half of NSP snapshot participants (64%) indicated that they would use a DCR in the ACT if one were 

available (Table 2). An additional 9% of consumer survey participants and 12% of NSP snapshot study 

participants said they did not know or might use a DCR if one were available in the ACT.  

Table 2: Intentions to use a DCR in the ACT, consumer and NSP snapshot surveys 

  Consumer survey NSP snapshot 

 n = 98*  n = 163*  

  n (%) n (%) 

Would you use a DCR?     

No <5 <5 39 (24) 

Yes 85 (87) 104 (64) 

Maybe/Don't know 9 (9) 20 (12) 

*Missing: three responses from consumer survey and one from NSP snapshot survey 

Support for a DCR in the ACT was consistent across age groups in both surveys (Table 3). The 

percentage of males and females endorsing a DCR was approximately equal for NSP snapshot 

participants (67% vs 57%) and consumer survey participants (84% vs 90%), but support was lower 

among NSP snapshot participants. Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander consumer survey 

participants and NSP snapshot participants reported intent to use a DCR at similar rates (consumer: 

87% vs 75%, NSP snapshot: 75% vs 62%). Anticipated use of a DCR exceeded 50% at all NSP sites 

participating in the NSP snapshot study, with the rate of anticipated use among those recruited from 

Civic NSP highest at 70% (n=64) (See Table A25). 
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Amongst consumer survey participants who said they would use a DCR, common reasons for use 

included reduction of overdose risk (52%), concerns about using drugs alone (52%), being away from 

police (49%) and needing help with and advice about injecting (30%) (Table 4). Almost half (48%) 

advised that they would use a DCR for 50% or more of their injections. A largely similar pattern was 

observed among NSP snapshot study participants who reported wanting to use a DCR: the most 

common reasons were concern about overdose risk (43%), concern about using alone (30%) and 

using away from police (27%). Individuals who did not intend to use a DCR nominated the most 

common reasons as already having a safe space to consume drugs (77%), preferring to consume 

drugs at home (69%) or preferring to keep drug use private (44%). 

Table 3: Intentions to use a DCR in the ACT by age, sex and Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander status 

  Consumer survey NSP snapshot 

        N = 101 N = 164 

          Yes No Yes Maybe 

  n  (%) n  (%) n  (%) n  (%) 

Age          

18-30 years 14 (93) 7 (35) 12 (60) <5 <5 

31-40 years 29 (88) 8 (22) 25 (69) <5 <5 

41-50 years 20 (74) 12 (22) 34 (62) 9 (16) 

51+ years 22 (96) 12 (23) 33 (63) 7 (13) 

Sex 

  

      

Female 37 (90) 13 (28) 26 (57) 7 (15) 

Male 48 (84) 26 (22) 78 (67) 13 (11) 

Aboriginal and/or Torres 

Strait Islander         

No 58 (87) 34 (24) 89 (62) 20 (14) 

Yes 27 (87) 5 (25) 15 (75) 0 (0) 
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Table 4: Reasons for anticipated use of a DCR in the ACT 

  Consumer survey NSP snapshot 

 N = 101 N = 164 

  n (%) n (%) 

Concerned about overdose risk 53 (52) 71 (43) 

Concerned about using alone 53 (52) 49 (30) 

To use away from police 49 (49) 44 (27) 

Need support and advice to inject 30 (30) 37 (23) 

Concerned about violence/standover 17 (17) 33 (20) 

Curious what it would be like 6 (6) 24 (15) 

Other safety related 20 (20)  -   -  

Social reasons  -   -  16 (10) 

Not applicable 0 (0) <5 (<5) 

Total* 228 (100) 274 (100) 

*Participants could select more than one response     

A strategy to engage the broader local community and foster acceptability is another important 

consideration. Lƴ aŜƭōƻǳǊƴŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǘǊŀŘŜǊΩǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ς which had initially opposed the 

establishment of a SIF ς ultimately played an important role in demanding a DCR to improve public 

amenity and reduce the impact of the street drug market on local businesses.12 However, support 

for the MSIR among respondents to a community survey reduced during the first year of the trial, 

from 61% to 41% among residents and 48% to 41% among business owners.12 Conversely, in Sydney 

the Kings Cross Chamber of Commerce attempted to thwart the opening of the MSIC by launching 

legal proceedings against the licensing authorities, and the Vatican intervened to prevent a Catholic 

group from participating in the delivery of services.43 Despite igniting public debate, three in five 

residents and businesses local to the MSIC supported the establishment of the service, and this level 

of support was sustained over the first five years of operation.38 A notable difference between the 

Melbourne and Sydney facilities is their urban location: the Sydney MSIC is a standalone facility 

operating from a shopfront in a commercial shopping strip, whereas the Melbourne MSIR is co-

located in a community health service within close proximity to high-density public housing and a 

primary school. 

Findings from the 2019 National Drug Strategy Household Survey (NDSHS) suggest that roughly half 

(47%) of the Australian population supports supervised drug consumption facilities/rooms to reduce 

harms associated with drug injecting. Importantly, at 56%, support was highest in the ACT of all 

states and territories.44 This figure represents an important foundation for mobilising community 

support if needed. 

3.2.3 Politicisation 

Despite the broad evidence base pointing to numerous benefits ς and little basis for concern about 

adverse effects ς the implementation of policy supporting DCRs is highly politicised and often 

controversial.45,46 Commonly, DCRs (along with other harm reduction programs) are perceived to be 
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ǘŀŎƛǘ ŜƴŘƻǊǎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƛƭƭƛŎƛǘ ŘǊǳƎ ǳǎŜΣ ǎŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨǿǊƻƴƎ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŀōƻǳǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨǎƻŦǘ ƻƴ 

ŘǊǳƎǎΩΦ /ƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ ōŜŜƴ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 5/wǎ Ƴŀȅ ŘŜƭŀȅ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛƻƴ ōȅ ŘǊǳƎ 

users, and/or worsen negative local community impacts of the local drug market by attracting 

consumers and dealers from outside the local area (the so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨƘƻƴŜȅǇƻǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘΩύΦ8 These fears 

have not been realised with the operation of existing DCRs: there was no evidence that the Sydney 

MSIC led to an increase in drug-related loitering at the front of the service after it opened, and there 

was no increase in the proportion of drug use or drug supply offences committed locally.47 In 

Vancouver, the DCR was found to have no substantial impact on relapse into injecting drug use or 

stopping drug use,20 drug trafficking or other drug-related crime in the neighbourhood.48 In some 

European locations, clients of specific DCRs are subject to local residency requirements specifically 

to prevent attracting people who use drugs from outside the local area.9  

Australian Capital Territory stakeholder interviews revealed no potential political or ethical 

objections from service providers to a DCR in the ACT. There was some concern amongst 

stakeholders that there would be a lack of support from government due to expected low utilisation, 

along with high financial investment, resulting in minimal impact and low return. This concern was 

also mentioned in relation to a perception of low rates of drug use and overdose in the ACT 

compared to some other jurisdictions, which appeared to be unfounded as we consider below in 

Section 4.0. 

3.2.4 Legislation 

Given that they generally involve the consumption of illicit drugs, DCRs typically require specific 

legislation or amendments to existing legislation to operate.  

The implementation and operation of SIFs in NSW and Victoria involved the amendment of pre-

existing legislation (the NSW Drug Misuse and Trafficking Act 1985 and the Victorian Drugs, Poisons 

and Controlled Substances Act 1981 respectively). However, these amendments included explicit 

objectives of each SIF that are not included in the ACT legislation. For example, the NSW legislation 

makes reference to reduction in the number of overdose deaths, providing a gateway to treatment 

and counselling, reduction in the number of discarded needles and syringes and incidence of public 

injecting, and reducing the spread of BBVs. The Victorian legislation incorporates these four 

objectives, as well as a reduction in ambulance and hospital emergency attendances due to drug 

overdose and the improved amenity of the neighbourhood for residents and businesses.  

In Canada, DCRs require an exemption from federal drug laws (Controlled Drugs and Substances Act) 

to operate.49 This ultimately gives the federal government in Canada the responsibility of approving 

any new facilities. Conditions in the exemption (under Section 56) of the federal legislation range 

from a requirement that the facility does not contribute to an increase in crime, identification of the 

need for support from local police, and prohibition of assisted injection. This level of regulation has 

led to the introduction of Overdose Prevention Sites (OPSs) in BC (described further in section 6.6) as 

a means of circumventing federal drug laws.  

In the ACT, existing legislation (The Supervised Injecting Place Trial Act 1999Σ ΨǘƘŜ !ŎǘΩύ ŀƭƭƻǿs for the 

trial of a supervised injecting place. Briefly, the Act outlines the minimum legal requirements for the 

operation of the facility, as well as broadly establishing a law enforcement and internal management 

protocol, criteria for accessing the facility, exemptions from criminal proceedings for staff and other 

persons, and guidelines around provision of injecting equipment and excluding people from the 

service. The Act specifies that injection of a substance at a trial facility must be directly supervised by 
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a doctor or a nurse. The legislation also mandates that any trial facility must contain (or provide 

satisfactory access to) primary health care services (including medical), AOD counselling services, 

health education services, AOD detoxification and rehabilitation services, and BBV testing. 

Exemption from prosecution under the Drugs and Dependence Act 1989 or the Medicines, Poisons 

and Therapeutic Goods Act 2003 applies to possession of a maximum of 0.5g of a substance.  

Criteria for scientific evaluation of a trial supervised injecting place in the ACT are not currently 

specified under the Act; these are to be determined by the Minister with input from an appointed 

Advisory Group whose membership represents key ACT stakeholders. Operational objectives are 

also specifically not defined in the legislation. 

A further legislative consideration is the ACT Human Rights Act 2004, most of which reflects 

!ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊnational Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights. Specific rights of relevance include: 

Á The right to life ς by which there is positive onus on governments to take reasonable steps to 

protect people 

Á The right to equality (specifically the right to enjoy other human rights free from discrimination). 

3.2.5 Policies and procedures 

The British Columbia Centre on Substance Use published Supervised Consumption Services: 

Operational Guidance in 2018.40 This document recommends several steps to be undertaken prior to 

the implementation of a DCR and describes key policies and procedures that should be considered. 

They include overdose response protocols, documentation procedures, referral pathways, code of 

conduct/rights and responsibilities for clients and staff, eligibility criteria and intake procedures, 

criteria and protocol for refusal of service, procedures for contacting police in the event of 

aggression, biohazard disposal procedures, staffing and regulatory structure, screening and 

informing clients, community engagement and support, and a detailed description of the services on 

offer. Templates are provided for many of these policies and procedures. 

Aside from specific elements of protocols and procedures which pertain directly to evaluation 

criteria, examples of current operational guidelines from the MSIC and MSIR are not publicly 

available. However, many operational facets broadly align with the medical model adopted in 

Canada. The Melbourne MSIR was modelled heavily on the Sydney MSIC, with direct support 

provided in the development of protocols.12 Examples of specific policies and procedures are given 

in further detail in Section 7.0.  
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4.0 Drug use, harms and the ACT service system 

Available data on drug use trends and harms for the ACT were collated from multiple sources and 

reviewed for this report. The full list of data sources from published literature is described in 

Appendix 1, and a detailed review of ACT trends in drug use prevalence, drug-related harms, health 

service utilisation and drug-related crime and law enforcement is included in Appendix 2. The 

following section is a summary of findings from the review as well as the primary data collected 

through our consumer and NSP snapshot surveys of potential service users and qualitative 

interviews with ACT stakeholders. It is important to note that the quantitative interviews were 

conducted during the COVID-19 health emergency. A small number of questions were included to 

identify whether the pandemic had impacted behaviour. For example, participants were asked if the 

drug they had injected most often or the total number of injection episodes in the past month had 

changed due to COVID-19 (only two and 12 participants, respectively, responded in the affirmative). 

KEY FINDINGS 

Á Quantitative data suggest an ongoing prevalence of public drug use at between 14% 

and 24% of recent episodes of drug use.  

Á Qualitative reports of methamphetamine and alcohol as the primary drugs of concern 

contrast with quantitative data showing that heroin is still by far the most commonly 

reported and most used drug amongst various studies of people who inject drugs 

undertaken and reviewed for this report.  

Á Rates of use of various drugs amongst the general population have remained stable 

for several years.  

Á Polydrug use is common in the ACT amongst people who use drugs. 

Á Purchase and use of drugs occurs in both private and public settings, with both types 

of settings carrying health risksΦ tǳǊŎƘŀǎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǳǎƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŘŜŀƭŜǊΩǎ ƘƻƳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎ 

locations such as car parks and toilets is prevalent.  

Á Overdose deaths and drug related hospital separations in the ACT have increased 

significantly in recent years. 

Á Around a fifth of people who inject drugs in the ACT report recent non-fatal opioid 

overdose, a figure comparable to that seen in Melbourne and Sydney.  

Á The rate of ambulance attendance at calls related to heroin or other opioid use is 

estimated to be as high as that seen prior to MSIR establishment in Melbourne. 

Á Polydrug use is perceived as the most common driver of overdose in the ACT.  

Á Hepatitis C incidence and prevalence in the ACT have been reducing in recent years, 

perhaps due to increased availability and uptake of treatment for hepatitis C. 

Á Other injecting-related risks and harms such as sharing and reusing of injecting 

equipment and assisting others to inject have remained relatively stable in the last 

decade, although a recent drop in sharing of equipment has been reported. 

Á Drug-related arrests have recently increased in the ACT. 
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More detailed reports from these interviews and surveys can be found in Appendices 5 (ACT 

Stakeholder data), 6 (Consumer survey and NSP Snapshot data) and 7 (DCR stakeholder data).   

Notably, there was an apparent mismatch between stakeholderΩs perceptions and consumerΩs 

reports of the prevalence of public drug use and overdose harms. In conjunction with independent 

epidemiological data, overall we found clear evidence of patterns of drug use and related harms 

connected to public drug use in the ACT that require a considered response.  

4.1 Studies of drug use in the ACT 

In identifying data sources for this report, people who inject drugs were the main population 

considered because they were assumed to be the group most likely to use a DCR. This 

heterogeneous population often experiences a range of social and health disparities. The 

demographic profiles of ACT samples included in the studies considered were similar and are 

provided in Table 5 below. 

The most up-to-date estimate of the number of people who recently (previous 12 months) injected 

drugs in the ACT is by Larney and colleagues from 2014.50 The estimated number of people who 

inject drugs in the ACT was 1250 (5.1 per 1000 of population aged 15ς64 years), with lower and 

upper uncertainty bounds of 1000ς1500 (3.7ς6.4 per 1000 of population aged 15ς64 years).50 This 

figure represents 1.3% of the estimated national total of 93,000 (with lower and upper uncertainty 

bounds of 68,000 and 118,000). The authors do not provide further demographic breakdowns by 

jurisdiction, but the ratio of males to females nationally was estimated to be 7:3, consistent with the 

people who inject drugs sampled for this report (Table 5), with the exception of our consumer 

survey which had a relatively high proportion of female participants. 

Kwon and colleagues51 estimated the annual number of people who inject drugs in Australia 

between 2005 and 2016. They noted that between 2012 and 2016 the number of people who inject 

drugs remained stable, which ς considering 7% population growth in that period ς means that the 

overall rate of people who inject drugs per population declined from 0.44% in 2012 to 0.39% in 

2016. 
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Table 5: Participant demographics from epidemiological studies involving people who inject drugs in the ACT 

  Primary data collection Secondary data 

  
Consumer 

survey 2020  

NSP snapshot 

survey 2020  

ACT IDRS 

201951*  

National NSP 

Survey (ACT 

site data 

2019)52 

Number of participants (n) 101 242 100 128 

Males 55% 69% 74% 67% 

Age (min.) 20 18 . . 

Age (max.) 67 67 . . 

Age (mean) 42 45 44 42 (median) 

Sexuality    
    

Heterosexual 84% . 89% 73% 

LGBTIQA+ 16% . 7% 13% 

Not reported . . 4% 14% 

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 

Islander 
32% 16% 24% 16% 

Post-school qualification(s) 27% . 54% . 

Stable housinĝ  83% 90% 78% . 

Unemployed 82% . 90% . 

* Illicit Drug Reporting System (IDRS); while ACT IDRS data from 2010ς19 are included in this report, the 2019 sample 

was similar to previous years. 

^ Includes own home, rent or public housing 

4.2 Drug use patterns 

Stakeholders were asked to describe their understanding of current drug use patterns and trends in 

the ACT. Social alcohol consumption and recreational drug use were mentioned as ongoing issues in 

the nightlife areas of Civic. In terms of dependent drug use, there was consensus among 

stakeholders that alcohol and methamphetamine were the main substances of concern. Notably, 

there were conflicting perspectives on the prevalence and impact of heroin and prescription opioids 

in the ACT, with most interviewees mentioning that patterns were increasing or stable, but a few 

perceived a decrease in use over time.  

Findings from the 2019 NDSHS show that overall, 15% of the ACT population reported use of any 

illicit drug in the preceding year, with prevalence of use being 14% among men and 15% among 

women. The most common age groups for any illicit drug use were 18ς24 (37%), 25ς29 (26.2%) and 

30ς39 years (13%). The prevalence of illicit drug use in the ACT overall was slightly lower than in 

other Australian jurisdictions. Cannabis was the most frequently used illicit drug (~10%), with use of 

heroin (<0.3%), cocaine (2ς5%), methamphetamine (1ς2%) and ecstasy (2ς4%) reported by less than 

5% of the population. These figures have remained largely stable over the past decade.   
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Among IDRS participants, tobacco was the drug most frequently reported as being recently used 

(77%), followed by opioids (54%), cannabis (51%), stimulants such as methamphetamine (33%) and 

alcohol (29%).52 

The Australian NSP Survey 25-year National Data Report showed that among participating ACT NSP 

attendees in 2019 (n=128), heroin (46%) and methamphetamine (45%) were most frequently 

nominated as being last injected, an increase from 2010 (heroin 29%; methamphetamine 27%) when 

injecting methadone (16%) and buprenorphine (10%) were more common.53    

4.2.1 Heroin 

Although the population prevalence of heroin use is low, the frequency of its use among samples of 

people who inject drugs is high. Most participants in the consumer survey reported recent use of 

heroin (79%). Heroin was also the drug that participants typically nominated as their drug of choice 

(65%), the drug they had used via any route of administration most frequently in the last month 

(53%) and injected most in the last month (64%). Similarly, the NSP snapshot survey found that the 

most commonly reported last drug of injection during the snapshot period was heroin. 

Most people who inject drugs who participated in the 2019 ACT IDRS were frequent users of heroin: 

around three quarters of those reporting recent use (past 6 months) reported at least weekly use, 

and 40% reported daily use. Recent heroin use prevalence decreased from a peak of 92% of IDRS 

participants in 2000 to 77% in 2019. All participants who reported heroin use reported injecting the 

drug.52  

4.2.2 Methamphetamine 

More than half (60%) of the participants in the consumer survey reported use of crystal 

methamphetamine (ice) in the past six months. Across other measures of recent use, crystal 

methamphetamine was the second most commonly nominated drug, after heroin. Twenty-six per 

cent of participants nominated crystal methamphetamine as their drug of choice. This was reflected 

in the NSP snapshot survey, where around a quarter of participants reported methamphetamine as 

their most recently injected drug. 

Results from the 2019 NDSHS showed a decrease in the prevalence of methamphetamine use in the 

ACT from 1.2% in 2010 to 0.3% in 2019.51, 55 Among ACT IDRS participants, both the percentage of 

the sample indicating past-six-month methamphetamine use and frequency of use have steadily 

increased over the past decade.52 Two thirds of those reporting recent use reported at least weekly 

use and one-fifth reported at least daily use. Methamphetamine was injected by 97% and smoked by 

36% of those who reported recent use of the drug.52 

4.2.3 Cocaine 

A substantial minority of participants in our consumer survey reported recent use of cocaine (19%). 

Among participants in the IDRS, the prevalence of recent cocaine use more than doubled over the 

past decade, from 6% in 2010 to 15% in 2019, with a few fluctuations over that period. However, the 

median frequency of use has not changed markedly, fluctuating between two and eight days in the 

previous six months. The most common route of cocaine administration nominated was injecting 

(73%) followed by snorting (40%).52 
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4.2.4 Pharmaceuticals 

Substantial minorities of our consumer survey sample reported pharmaceutical drug use, with 17% 

reporting recent use of methadone, 26% reporting recent use of benzodiazepines and 8% reporting 

morphine use. Very small numbers of participants reported pharmaceuticals as their most frequently 

used type of drug. 

One sixth (15%) of IDRS participants in the ACT reported illicit use of methadone in 2019, an overall 

decrease since 2010 (25%). Around a quarter of this group reported recent injection of methadone 

(liquid and tablets), approximately twice a week.52 

Most IDRS participants who reported recent buprenorphine use reported non-prescribed use; the 

percentage of non-prescribed use decreased from 35% in 2010 to 6% in 2019, which reflects reduced 

availability since the introduction of buprenorphine-naloxone. Five out of six participants reporting 

illicit use of buprenorphine injected it, and the median frequency of use was approximately 

fortnightly. The prevalence of illicit use of buprenorphine-naloxone was higher at 14% in 2019, with 

a median of monthly use, and half of those injected it.52  

Reports of non-prescribed morphine consumption by ACT IDRS participants have more than halved 

over the past decade (from 43% in 2010 to 15% in 2019), which may reflect changes in prescribing 

practices (Table A4). Most of those who reported morphine use in 2019 reported injecting morphine 

(93%). 

Reports of recent oxycodone use by ACT IDRS participants remained relatively stable at 14ς17% over 

the past 10 years, apart from a spike in 2011ς14 when consumption peaked at 35% (Table A5); it 

was 17% in 2019. Forty-four per cent of those reporting recent oxycodone use in 2019 reported 

injecting the drug.  

Australian Capital Territory IDRS participants are less likely to report recent fentanyl use than use of 

other prescription opioids, but ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ Ψŀƴȅ ŦŜƴǘŀƴȅƭ ǳǎŜΩ ŘƻǳōƭŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ у҈ ǘƻ мп҈ ƻǾŜǊ нлмуς19, 

with 79% of those reporting recent use reporting injecting the drug.52 

4.2.5 Alcohol 

Eighty-one per cent of participants in the NDSHS reported any alcohol use (daily, weekly, monthly, or 

less than monthly). Daily consumption of alcohol was uncommon at 4.4% (5.4% in 2010; 6.6% in 

2013; 3.7% in 2016). Fourteen per cent were categorised as having a lifetime risk of harm from 

alcohol, with males (20%) being at three times greater risk of harm than females (9%).54 

In our consumer survey, 55% reported recent use of alcohol, with the most reported frequency 

being 2ς4 times per month. Just over a third (38%) reported no consumption of alcohol in the past 

month. 

Recent use of alcohol has historically been reported by 54ς75% of IDRS participants. In 2019, this 

figure was 62%. The median frequency of use was equivalent to twice weekly (48 days; IQR 12ς100), 

with 21% reporting daily use, a considerably higher proportion than among the general population.  

4.2.6 Cannabis 

Data from the NDSHS indicate that over the last decade, reports of recent (past year) cannabis use 

among the general population has remained stable in the ACT (9.5% in 2010; 10.1% in 2013; 8.4% in 

2016; 10.5% in 2019).44  
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Just under half of the participants in our consumer survey reported use of cannabis in the past six 

months (44%). Twelve per cent reported cannabis being their most used drug in the last month.  

Eighty per cent of IDRS participants between 2010 and 2019 reported recent use of cannabis. Of 

these, 90% reported at least weekly use and over half reported daily use. All participants reported 

smoking as their primary route of administration and one-tenth reported vaping and/or ingesting.52 

4.2.7 Tobacco 

As reported in the 2019 NDSHS, the prevalence of tobacco smoking in the ACT was 9%, the lowest of 

all the states and territories.54 However, the IDRS shows that tobacco use among people who inject 

drugs in the ACT has consistently remained high, with 97% of the sample reporting recent use in 

2019 and 91% of recent users reporting daily use.52  

4.2.8 Polydrug use 

Consumer survey respondents commonly reported polydrug use (47% identifying using heroin and 

crystal methamphetamine in the last six months) before COVID-19. aŎYŜǘƛƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎΩ 2017 

study of recent (past month) methamphetamine use in the ACT (N=183) found that half of the 

sample had also used heroin (48%) or other opioids (50%) in the past month, with cannabis (80%) 

and alcohol use (62%) also being prevalent in the same time period.55  

4.2.9 Public drug purchase and use patterns 

Consumer survey participants Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǎŎƻǊƛƴƎ ŘǊǳƎǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ŘŜŀƭŜǊΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ όпо҈ύΣ 

with other common responses being street dealers (16%) and friends (14%). Participants mostly 

commonly reported scoring drugs from Civic (33%). Participants typically reported injecting drugs in 

a private location (63%), including their own home, a ŘŜŀƭŜǊΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ ƻǊ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ. 

Public locations (e.g. street, public toilet, stairwell, park, car) accounted for 30% of typical injections.  

The NSP snapshot survey found that home was the typical location of the last episode of drug use of 

participants (76%). In addition, 10% reported the last episode of drug use occurring at another 

ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƘƻƳŜΦ ! ŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǇŀǊƪǎΣ ǘƻƛƭŜǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǊǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ мп҈ ƻŦ 

last episodes of drug use. 

Amongst the 2019 ACT IDRS sample, 80% of participants reported injecting in a private home on 

their last occasion of use (91% in 2018). The 2020 Australian NSP survey 25-year National Data 

Report shows that public injecting in the last month was self-reported by 53% (n=61) of participants 

in 2019, and has fluctuated each year since 2010, ranging from 28% to 56%.53  

In stakeholder interviews, there was general agreement that measures of street drug use (including 

public use, public overdoses, dealing and discarded drug-related paraphernalia) were low and had 

been decreasing over time which conflicts with reports from consumers. Apart from some parts of 

the Civic area, where homelessness and drug use were concentrated, hotspots in other areas of the 

ACT were less obvious, which some attributed to policy that dispersed public housing communities 

across the ACT. Additional areas frequently mentioned as drug use hotspots were Ainslie Village and 

parts of Belconnen. Overall, there was a general sense that the majority of drug use activity is both 

secluded and dispersed across the ACT.  

While much drug use in the ACT is occurring in private homes, purchase and use of drugs occurs in 

ōƻǘƘ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎǎΦ tǳǊŎƘŀǎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǳǎƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŘŜŀƭŜǊΩǎ ƘƻƳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǎǳŎƘ 

as car parks and toilets is prevalent. Both public and private settings carry risks: using drugs at home 
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can exacerbate risks associated with using alone, while using in public places can carry risks both for 

the community and for the individual, which can include rushing injections and lack of hygiene (e.g. 

access to clean water and sanitary spaces) and discarding used injecting equipment inappropriately. 
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4.3 Drug-related harms 

4.3.1 Non-fatal and fatal overdose 

Consumer survey participants were asked about experiences with overdose. Twenty-one people 

reported experiencing one or more accidental heroin overdoses in the last six months, 20 of whom 

reported being administered naloxone at least once in the same period. Sixteen participants said 

their most recent overdose occurred in a private location, with a small number reporting a recent 

public overdose. Most overdoses were managed with the assistance of friends (n=13), while an 

ambulance attendance occurred at six of the other overdoses. Nine participants reported a recent 

overdose involving other opioids, eight of whom reported receiving naloxone at least once in the 

same period. Almost all participants (93%) were aware of THN programs and 63% had received 

training in how to administer naloxone. 

Stakeholders were asked about key drivers of overdose in the ACT. In descending order of numbers 

of mentions in the data, the suggested drivers of overdose were: 

Á Polydrug use, in particular the combination of illicit/prescription drugs and alcohol 

Á Varying and inconsistent purity of drugs and drugs that have been cut (e.g. fentanyl-laced 

heroin) 

Á Consuming drugs alone 

Á People using drugs they are not familiar with 

Á People overestimating their tolerance to a particular drug (e.g. after release from prison) 

Á Intentional overdose 

Á Lack of a space that supports safe drug use 

Á An increase in quantity of drugs consumed due to increase in welfare payments. 

In addition to causal factors for overdosing mentioned, a few participants acknowledged that the 

implementation of naloxone programs in recent years had successfully prevented overdose deaths 

in the ACT. Those who could comment on overall overdose rates (both illicit and licit substances) 

suggested that the issue was present but the rate was not seen as dramatically higher or lower than 

in the past, with a decrease suggested over the past two decades which does not accord with the 

trends presented below. 

In 2019, one-fifth (19%) of IDRS participants reported having overdosed in the previous 12 months, 

which was relatively consistent with recent years. Of those who reported a recent overdose, the 

median number of overdoses in the previous 12 months was two and the most commonly cited drug 

involved in participant's overdoses was heroin (14%). Of those who reported a heroin overdose, 43% 

received naloxone and 43% were attended by an ambulance.52 The prevalence of self-reported 

overdoses in the 2019 ACT IDRS was similar to that in the national sample, with 21% reporting an 

overdose in the previous 12 months on a median of two occasions. Nationally, among people who 

reported a recent heroin overdose, 47% received naloxone, 47% were attended to by an ambulance 

and 28% were admitted to an emergency department.56 
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Data compiled by the National Drug and Alcohol Research Centre (NDARC) confirms that annual 

deaths relating to drug overdoses in the ACT have increased by 79% between 2010 and 2018, from 

19 reported deaths in 2010 to 34 in 2018, the most recent year available.57 

4.3.2 Blood-borne viruses 

People who inject drugs are at high risk of infection with BBVs including hepatitis C virus, hepatitis B 

virus, and HIV,58 all of which are associated with excess morbidity and mortality.  

Eighty per cent of consumer survey respondents reported a negative result for hepatitis C at their 

most recent BBV test, and none reported being hepatitis C positive. Almost half (43%) reported 

having a test in the last 12 months, and 26% reported having a test more than 12 months ago. 

Twenty-one per cent reported having completed treatment for hepatitis C.  

According to surveillance data collated from multiple sources, an estimated 2533 people in the ACT 

were living with hepatitis C in 2017 (range 1549ς2602; 1% of national prevalence).59 New hepatitis C 

infections in the ACT have been steadily decreasing, with 126 recorded in 2019 ς the lowest in the 

past 10 years. Current evidence suggests that around 4% of people who inject drugs in Australia are 

living with hepatitis B virus. During 2008ς17 there were 928 new hepatitis B infections in the ACT.59 

In Australia, 3% of new HIV infections are attributed to injecting drug use; in the 10 years between 

2008 and 2-17 there were 138 new HIV diagnoses in the ACT.59 

AǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ b{t {ǳǊǾŜȅ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƳƻƴƎ мну b{t ŀǘǘŜƴŘŜŜǎ ƛƴ нлмфΣ ƭƛŦŜǘƛƳŜ ǘŜǎǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ 

HIV (88%) and hepatitis C (91%) was common, with 34% and 28% reporting having received a test 

within the last year respectively. In that same year, 50 people self-reported a hepatitis C diagnosis, 

33 (66%) of whom also reported ever receiving antiviral treatment.53  

4.3.3 Injecting risks and harms 

In the 2019 ACT IDRS, 11% of participants reported distributive sharing of needles/syringes and 8% 

reported receptive sharing in the last month. The prevalence of people sharing other injecting 

equipment has been stable over the last decade, although a significant drop was observed between 

2018 (27%) and 2019 (8%). Sharing other injecting equipment was reported by 6% (e.g. spoons, 

tourniquet, water, and filters; 27% in 2018) and reusing own syringes was reported by 44% of the 

sample. Nearly half (48%) reporǘŜŘ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨŘƛǊǘȅ ƘƛǘΩ όнп҈ύΣ ƴŜǊǾŜ ŘŀƳŀƎŜ όнл҈ύ ŀƴŘ 

injection into an artery (15%). A third of the 2019 ACT IDRS sample reported having injected 

someone else after they injected themselves (in the past month), and a fifth reported that they were 

injected by another person who had previously injected themselves.52  

The 2020 Australian NSP survey 25-year National Data Report shows that reuse ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜΩǎ 

needle and syringe in the last month was reported by 14% of participants, and reuse of equipment 

(spoons, water, filter, or drug mix) after someone else in the last month was reported by 49%, with 

both proportions consistent since 2010.53 

4.3.4 Ambulance attendances and hospital separations 

A drug-related hospital separation refers to hospital care where the primary diagnosis is related to a 

substance-use disorder or harm due to substance use. NDARC reported a 79% increase in drug-

related hospital separations in the ACT from 121 per 100,000 separations in 2010 to 216 per 100,000 

in 2017ς1860. Most were attributed to the use of amphetamine-type substances, opioids and 

prescription medications. 
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Data obtained from Ambulance ACT shows the number of calls in which paramedics indicate that a 

substance is involved in their secondary assessment, final diagnosis or case nature, or the patient 

received naloxone. These may include cases in which the reason for calling was unrelated to the 

opioid or heroin consumption. ΨhǘƘŜǊΩ ŘǊǳƎ-related cases refer to any drug (other than 

opioids/heroin or alcohol) including prescription medications. In 2019, paramedics responded to 643 

ΨƻǘƘŜǊΩ ŘǊǳƎ-related cases (150.4 per 100,000 people; 673 in 2018) and 219 heroin/opioid related 

cases (50.6 per 100,000 people; 214 in 2018).  

In Victoria, in the years preceding the introduction of the MSIR, the number of any illicit drug-related 

cases (including heroin) attended by paramedics more than doubled from 5,376 in 2011ς12 (97.1 

per 100,000 people) to 12,768 cases in 2017ς18 (202 per 100,000). Heroin-related attendances also 

increased, from 2,150 in 2011ς12 (38.8 per 100,000) to 3,027 in 2017ς18 (47.9 per 100,000), a rate 

slightly lower than observed in the ACT. Similarly, pharmaceuticals (any) saw a sharp rise from 8,466 

attendances statewide (152.9 per 100,000) to 11,013 in 2017ς18 (174.2 per 100,000).61 

4.3.5 Drug-related arrests and incarcerations 

In the consumer survey, participants were asked whether they had been arrested in the last six 

months for drug-related offences; reported rates of arrest for use/possession and dealing/trafficking 

were below 5%.  

The Australian Criminal Intelligence CommissionΩǎ LƭƭƛŎƛǘ 5ǊǳƎ 5ŀǘŀ wŜǇƻǊǘ recorded 609 arrests of 

ŘǊǳƎ ΨŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ уу ŀǊǊŜǎǘǎ ƻŦ ŘǊǳƎ ΨǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎΩ in the ACT during 2017ς18.62 Over the past 

decade, there has been an increase in drug ΨŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊΩ ŀǊǊŜǎǘǎ in the ACT, with 2017ς18 figures 

ōŜƛƴƎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŘƻǳōƭŜ ǘƘŜ омн ΨŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊΩ ƻŦfences recorded in 2009ς10.62 Prior to the Drugs of 

Dependence (Personal Cannabis Use) Amendment Act 2019, which came into effect on 31st January 

2020, most drug-related offences in the ACT pertained to cannabis and Simple Cannabis Offense 

Notices (52%), followed by amphetamine-type stimulants (25%) and cocaine (14%).63 The new 

legislation decriminalises the use, possession and cultivation of cannabis for people aged 18 years or 

over subject to specified quantity limits and other restrictions, although federal laws still apply and 

the sale and supply of cannabis remains illegal.  

In 2018ς19, ACT police lodged 874 persons into protective custody at the ACT Watch House (utilised 

for intoxicated persons when no other options for care or protection are available) for antisocial 

behaviour relating to drug and/or alcohol intoxication (not specified by substance type).63  

In 2019, 32% of IDRS participants reported that they had been arrested in the last year (30% in 2018; 

22% in 2010) and 27% stated that they had engaged in drug dealing (this figure fluctuated between 

2010 and 2019 from 13% to 33%).52  

Among alleged offenders proceeded against by police during 2017ς18, one in seven in the ACT had a 

principal offence that was illicit drug related.64 Nationally, illicit drug offences are among the top 

three most common offences for people incarcerated, but in the ACT, violent offences are more 

common.65  

MŎYŜǘƛƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎΩ нлмт ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ муо !/¢ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ƳŜǘƘŀƳǇƘŜǘŀƳƛƴŜ 

found that 56% of the sample had ever been personally involved in the prison system and 28% had 

been arrested in the previous year (most often related to methamphetamine possession/supply, 

theft, assault, damage to property, or public order offences).55  
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5.0 ACT service system and the community 
 

5.1 System overview 

¢ƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ όфф҈ύ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !/¢ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǎƛŘŜǎ ƛƴ /ŀƴōŜǊǊŀΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭƛǎŜŘ Ψ/ƛǾƛŎΩ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘΣ 

several surrounding satellite towns, and a distinct north and south geographical divide. There is a 

range of AOD services in the ACT that are typical of Australian cities, including:  

Á Several rehabilitation services, with some specialising in young people, adults, and families 

Á Two adult detoxification facilities in Canberra (one medical and one non-medical) and one 

adolescent withdrawal unit (non-medical) 

Á Several community health services and a few general practitioners (GPs) that can provide OAT 

Á Two primary NSPs, four secondary NSPs, six vending machines and 31 pharmacy NSPs 

Á One main health promotion and advocacy organisation that provides representation and 

support for people who use drugs 

Á A newly established Drug and Alcohol Court 

Á Supported accommodation for women 

Á A community withdrawal program 

KEY FINDINGS 
 

Á The ACT has a diverse range of harm reduction and treatment services for people 

who use drugs that are dispersed across the region.  

Á The lack of a DCR in the ACT was identified as a key service system gap. 

Á Some areas have a concentration of services while others have few services 

available.  

Á Treatment uptake amongst people who inject drugs in the ACT is high, with most 

reporting ever having been in treatment and around half reporting current 

engagement with one or more forms of treatment.  

Á Our consumer survey showed a substantial minority of people who inject drugs 

were unable to access treatment despite trying to do so in recent months, but this 

was not reflected in the ACT IDRS survey from 2019.  

Á Participation in AOD treatment has increased significantly over the last decade. 

The proportion of people receiving OAT has increased substantially and 

amphetamine treatment episodes have increased drastically.  

Á There is very high satisfaction for AOD services among clients in the ACT. 

Á Strengths of the ACT AOD service system include cooperation and collaboration 

between service providers and good access to key services such as NSP, THN and 

counselling.  

Á Gaps and challenges include demand on and resourcing for services, geographic 

access and transport to services and specialist services for particular population 

groups. 
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Á A primary healthcare service for people who use drugs 

Á Services for Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people (2 Aboriginal Community Controlled 

Organisations, 1 program within a peer-based service and several Aboriginal-identified 

positions). 

5.2 Current service utilisation 
5.2.1 Drug treatment 

Consumer survey participants were asked about their use of the AOD treatment service system 

(Table 6). Nearly all participants reported ever having received treatment, with the most common 

types being methadone maintenance, detoxification/withdrawal, counselling, residential 

rehabilitation and self-help groups.a Recent treatment access was reported by more than half of the 

participants, with common treatments being methadone maintenance, drug counselling and self-

help groups. The most common drugs for which participants had received treatment support were 

heroin and crystal methamphetamine. A substantial minority of participants reported trying to 

access treatment in the last six months but were unable to, with the most commonly reported 

reasons relating to waiting lists and being turned down or turned away by programs. Some 

participants also reported not being aware of what programs were available or how to access them. 

Specific data on service types that individuals were trying to access was not collected. Furthermore, 

the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on these responses could not be determined.  

Consistent with previous years, half of the 2019 ACT IDRS sample reported that they were currently 

receiving treatment for substance use, mostly methadone maintenance (30%). Eight per cent 

reported receiving treatment for methamphetamine use.52 Contrasting with data from our consumer 

survey, 17% of ACT IDRS participants in 2019 ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ŘǊǳƎ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ΨǎƳŀƭƭ 

ƴǳƳōŜǊǎΩ ǳƴǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭƭȅ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ.52 Nationally, 17% (n=156) of IDRS respondents 

had not accessed drug treatment in the past six months despite thinking they needed it, with 33% of 

these people reporting that they had tried to access treatment but were unable to.56  

The National Alcohol and other Drug Treatment Minimum Dataset report showed that in 2018ς19 

ACT AOD services provided 6,700 treatment episodes to 4,026 clients. Most clients were male (61%) 

aged 20ς29 (24%), 30ς39 (29%), or 40ς49 (23%). Alcohol was most frequently nominated as the 

drug for which people accessed treatment (43%), followed by amphetamines (23%), cannabis (13%) 

and heroin (11%). Drug treatment episodes overall have increased significantly in the ACT over the 

last decade, with the increase greatest for episodes for which amphetamines are nominated as the 

primary drug (Table A7). Types of primary treatment offered were information and education (29%), 

counselling (28%), support and case management (14%), assessment (14%), withdrawal 

management (8%), rehabilitation (6%) and pharmacotherapy (1%).66 While these data reflect current 

capacity and usage, they do not reflect the need for AOD services in the ACT. The report is also 

incomplete in that data from Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander services, government services 

and the Canberra Sobering Up Shelter are not included. 

Data from the 2019 National Opioid Pharmacotherapy Statistics Annual Data Collection report 

indicates that the number of people in the ACT receiving pharmacotherapy drug treatment 

increased from 811 in 2010 to 1,014 in 2018 (Figure A13). Among those being treated in 2018, 65% 

were male, 77% received methadone, 1% received buprenorphine and 22% received buprenorphine-

 
a Participants could nominate more than one treatment type, so percentages add to greater than 100 overall. 
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naloxone. Pharmacotherapy was most often dispensed in the ACT through pharmacies (73%), public 

clinics (15%) and correctional facilities (12%).67 

Table 6: Drug treatment history and utilisation characteristics among people who inject drugs, consumer 

survey  

N = 101 n (%) 

Ever received drug treatment 88 (87) 

Drug treatment types ever received 

Methadone 62 (61) 

Detox/withdrawal 49 (49) 

Drug counselling 49 (49) 

Residential rehab 47 (47) 

Self-help groups 38 (38) 

Suboxone 18 (18) 

Subutex 9 (9) 

Treatment received ς past six months (multiple choice) 

Methadone 56 (55) 

Drug counselling 27 (27) 

Self-help groups 16 (16) 

Residential rehab 13 (13) 

Suboxone 7 (7) 

Detox/withdrawal 6 (6) 

Primary drug of concern in treatment seeking 

Heroin 66 (65) 

Crystal methamphetamine 14 (14) 

Other (ecstasy, oxycodone, methadone, alcohol) 8 (8) 

Inability to access treatment ς past six months 

No 65 (64) 

Yes 34 (34) 

Reason for inability to access treatment (multiple choice)   

Waiting list/lack of beds 18 (18) 

Turned down/away by program 15 (15) 

Don't know of any programs/how to access programs 8 (8) 

No treatment program nearby 6 (6) 

The 2018 {ŜǊǾƛŎŜ ¦ǎŜǊǎΩ Satisfaction and Outcomes Survey (SUSOS)68 had 621 respondents from 25 

AOD services in the ACT, and found that the most common methods of transportation for service 

users were their own vehicles (41%), public transport (33%) or family/friends taking them where 
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they needed to go (9%). When asked about how easy it is for people to get around, 48% stated that 

ΨL Ŏŀƴ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ L ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻΩΣ ос҈ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨL ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘȅ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

ǇƭŀŎŜǎ L ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻΩΣ мн҈ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ΨL ƻŦǘŜƴ ƘŀǾŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘȅ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ L ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻΩ ŀƴŘ р҈ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ΨL 

ŎŀƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ L ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻΩΦ The report also found high overall levels of service user 

ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƛǘƘ фнΦп҈ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ΨƳƻǎǘƭȅ ǎŀǘƛǎŦƛŜŘΩ ƻǊ ΨǾŜǊȅ ǎŀǘƛǎŦƛŜŘΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

was consistent with the 2015 SUSOS report.  

Most respondents felt that the location (80% agreed or strongly agreed) and opening hours (83% 

agreed or strongly agreed) of the services were convenient and appointments were available when 

needed (84% agreed or strongly agreed). Attitudes towards staff and services also generally scored 

favorably. Regarding ancillary services, the most requested support types were housing (14%), 

dental health (13%), mental health (12%), Centrelink or related payments (11%), employment/skills 

training (10%) and BBVs (10%). The most common secondary services received related to mental 

health (27%), Centrelink or related payments (22%) and legal issues (21%).  

5.2.2 Needle and syringe programs 

Needle and syringe programs are easily accessible in the ACT. In 2019 there were two primary NSP 

services, nine secondary NSPs, 31 pharmacy NSP outlets and six syringe dispensing machines. The 

2019 NSP National Minimum Data Collection Report states that in the ACT in 2018ς19 824,076 

syringes were distributed by non-government organisations (NGOs) and the public sector (93% of all 

distributions); the remaining were distributed by pharmacies.53  

5.2.3 Other health services  

Use of other health and support services was explored in the consumer survey. Common services 

recently accessed by participants included GPs (for reasons other than OAT) (69%), social or welfare 

workers (41%), dentists (28%), specialist doctors (18%) and psychologists (14%). 

5.3 Strengths, gaps and challenges 

While a comprehensive assessment of the ACT AOD service system is outside the scope of this 

report, data on perceived gaps in services in a general sense were collected in order to provide 

context for any perceived need for a DCR. This was an objective of this study (see section 1.2). The 

specific questions asked in qualitative and quantitative interviews and surveys are included in the 

data collection tools in Appendix 3. While representatives from a range of services were included in 

stakeholder interviews, those involved were limited by time and content constraints and were not 

an exhaustive list of individuals who could provide perspectives on the AOD service system. 

In stakeholder interviews, participants highlighted several areas of the AOD service system that were 

working well. Cooperation and collaboration between services was viewed as a key feature of the 

system in the ACT, which contributed to a high awareness of available services and the ability to 

easily make referrals between services. Stakeholders mentioned good access to counselling services 

and excellent availability of naloxone training programs and access to THN. The recently 

implemented drug court system was seen as a positive initiative with the potential to divert people 

from prison into treatment.  

Service providers and people with lived experience shared similar perceptions of the ACT AOD 

system, describing a wide range of gaps and challenges. These needs mostly stemmed from a 

shortage of funding and resourcing in the sector to meet high demand from diverse clients, including 

specific population groups such as young people, women and Indigenous clients, along with an 
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increased workload. Identified gaps in the ACT AOD system included some services being difficult to 

access due to location, poor public transport, and concentration of some services on the south side 

of Canberra, which highlights the importance of ensuring easy access to services through a 

consideration of transport and other links. Demand for services for detoxification/withdrawal, 

residential rehabilitation, mental health support services and dual diagnosis was described as 

substantially outstripping supply. There were particular shortages for appropriate 

treatment/rehabilitation services for young people, Indigenous people, people who use 

methamphetamine and families. For example, Indigenous people in Canberra, and specifically the 

inner north, were identified by a stakeholder from the homelessness sector as being 

disproportionately affected by drug-related harms, with another stakeholder noting that only one 

health service in the ACT specifically targets Indigenous people. 

Access to services was seen as hampered by a lack of drop-in services and an overly complicated 

intake for AOD services and OAT. AOD-specialist bulk-billing GPs were also difficult to access in 

particular areas of the ACT, restricting access to OAT for residents. 

A few stakeholders mentioned that lack of a DCR was a current service gap in the ACT, but given that 

the focus of interviews overall was on DCR, stakeholders may have interpreted questions about 

service gaps or challenges being about areas of concern aside from DCRs. The NSP snapshot survey 

asked participants which new harm reduction services they would like introduced in the ACT. 

Participant responses were coded by staff, rather than staff reading out a list of possible service 

types. Researchers made this choice in methodology to allow participants to generate and prioritise 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ΨǊŜŀƭΩ ƴŜŜŘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ 

that any and all services in a provided list are needed or wanted. The most common responses were 

ΨǎǳǇŜǊǾƛǎŜŘ ƛƴƧŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǊƻƻƳΩ όпп҈ύ ŀƴŘ ΨŘǊǳƎ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ǊƻƻƳΩ όмо҈ύΣ ǘƻǘŀƭƭƛƴƎ рт҈ ƻŦ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ. 

¢ƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ƴƻƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ƴŜǿ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǿŀǎ ΨŀŦǘŜǊ ƘƻǳǊǎ ƳƻōƛƭŜ b{t ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΩ όнс҈ύΦ 
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6.0 DCR models  

6.1 Models of DCR 

Internationally, DCR operational models can be classified as specialised, integrated, embedded, 

outreach and women-only. While in Sydney and Melbourne ŀ ǎǘǊƛŎǘƭȅ ŎƭƛƴƛŎŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ όΨƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ 

ƳƻŘŜƭΩύ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǇŜǊǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘǊǳƎ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ adopted, not all services operate with such 

a high level of medical supervision. For example, in addition to DCRs, Canada has had an OPS policy 

since 2016, and some European DCRs operate without the clinical emphasis of the MSIC and MSIR.69  

A description of the main types of models found internationally follows. The information on existing 

DCRs is sourced from secondary data (published evaluations and research), and key stakeholder 

interviews. Examples of DCRs operating according to each of the described models is included in 

Appendix 4. 

KEY FINDINGS 
 

Á Specialised DCRs are fixed-site and stand-alone facilities located close to drug 

markets. Supervision of drug consumption is their primary focus, but they may 

provide ancillary services onsite or via established referral pathways. Tailored 

exclusively to the needs of people who use drugs, they attract vulnerable and 

marginalised populations who may not otherwise access health services.   

Á Integrated DCRs are incorporated into existing services both physically and 

operationally and offer a range of interlinked services. This model is popular due to 

the ease and low cost of implementation relative to specialised services. Integrated 

facilities may suit geographically dispersed drug markets and have additional 

capacity to provide wraparound care for clients who present with complex needs. 

Á Mobile DCRs are housed in vehicles which can travel to sites according to need, 

thus suiting a geographically dispersed drug market. They may operate 

independently or as a complement to a fixed-site facility. Mobile facilities typically 

face less opposition from community stakeholders. They are limited by the number 

of clients able to access at any one time and the lack of ability to provide ancillary 

services onsite. 

Á Women-only DCRs operate exclusively for women who use drugs to address 

specific health, social and safety concerns. 

Á Overdose Prevention Sites are unique to British Columbia, and may fit into any of 

the described model types. They monitor clients for overdose, but their main point 

of difference from DCRs is the absence of the requirement for clinical supervision of 

drug use. OPSs were enabled under a public health emergency declaration, 

exempting their implementation from the usual federal application process.  
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6.2 Specialised model 

Specialised DCRs operate as fixed-site, stand-alone facilities, separate from any other services. They 

are usually located in areas with a high concentration of drug market and use activity, typically with 

other services targeted towards people who use drugs nearby and often with referral pathways 

between services. Specialised DCRs vary in size, and in addition to the core role of supervising drug 

consumption, some larger facilities may also offer social services such as showers, meals, 

refreshments and laundry. They may also provide their own health and medical services such as 

general primary care, BBV and sexually transmissible infection (STI) testing and treatment, 

counselling and OAT. One of the benefits of this model is that it can reach sections of the population 

who use drugs who are not actively engaged in health or other social services, because of their focus 

on the needs of people who use drugs more broadly and (usually) a lower threshold for service than 

traditional medical services.40  

An example of a specialised DCR is the Insite faŎƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ ±ŀƴŎƻǳǾŜǊΣ /ŀƴŀŘŀΦ [ƻŎŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ 

Downtown Eastside district, it caters to the high concentration of people who inject drugs in this 

neighbourhood. Its clients have high rates of unstable housing, daily injection, recent non-fatal 

overdose, and public injecting. Insite addresses these problems by offering a low-threshold service 

staffed by nurses, counsellors, mental health workers and peer support workers. It also has referral 

pathways to local community health centres, a hospital, a rehabilitation centre and support services 

for women, as well as a withdrawal management facility located in the same building.40 

{ȅŘƴŜȅΩǎ a{L/ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƛǎŜŘ ƳƻŘŜƭ, having a stand-alone building from which to operate. 

Organisationally, however, it is integrated into the Uniting Care service delivery framework. Like 

Insite, the MSIC was established as a means of responding to a high concentration of drug dealing 

and use associated with overdose deaths. While its primary function is to supervise injections, it also 

offers in-reach services for primary health care, mental health, a dental nurse, housing and legal 

assistance, as well as referrals to nearby services offering BBV testing and care and drug treatment. 

6.3 Integrated model 

Integrated DCRs operate within larger facilities offering an array of interlinked services, usually with 

harm reduction goals and targeting people who use drugs and local homeless populations.70 This 

model is the most common worldwide, partly due to the relative ease of setting up a new service 

within an existing structure.71 As the DCR is just one of many services on offer, it will only cater to a 

portion of clients of the broader facility, meaning the DCR may have a separate physical entry or 

specified area within a premises. Integrated DCRs may be more suitable for drug use environments 

that are more geographically dispersed, because they offer a range of social, medical and health 

services that can attract clientele from a wider geographic area for a diverse range of services. The 

inclusion of a DCR within a network of other services offered within the same facility may also help 

to prevent loss to care, decrease barriers in access to care, and ensure continuity of care. Thus, 

integrated DCRs may more easily provide wraparound care for clients who face complex health and 

social challenges.40  

A key advantage of integrated DCRs is that they are less costly to implement than specialised 

services, because ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ΨǘŀŎƪŜŘ ƻƴΩ ǘƻ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǳǘƛƭƛǎŜ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǎǘŀŦŦ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƭƛŜǎΦ71 

!ƴ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ΨŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘΩ ƳƻŘŜƭΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ς as the name suggests ς is 

embedded into existing services but differs from integrated DCRs with respect to the type of service 
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in which it is embedded. Embedded DCRs are set up within services that are not strictly harm 

reduction based (examples include within housing services in Luxembourg and Frankfurt).40 

aŜƭōƻǳǊƴŜΩǎ a{Lw ƛǎ ŀn example of an integrated DCR. The MSIR is situated within the catchment of 

ς and operated by ς the local community health service (North Richmond Community Health ς 

NRCH). Prior to the MSIR opening in 2018, NRCH had its own AOD program which included an NSP. 

The MSIR employs its own staffing component (along with providing BBV testing and treatment, 

legal services, GP services, mental healthcare coordination, drug treatment and support, oral health 

and housing services), which is separate from the NRCH staffing and services component.72 This 

separation is not necessarily a feature of an integrated service model. For the first part of its two-

year trial, the MSIR operated within the main NRCH building with its own separate entrance and exit. 

In 2019, it commenced operation in an adjoining purpose-built facility.  

6.4 Mobile outreach model 

This type of DCR is most suited to an environment where drug use and markets are more 

ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŘƛǎǇŜǊǎŜŘΣ ƘŀǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŎƘ ƻǊ ΨƘƛŘŘŜƴΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ŀ Ǿŀƴ ƻǊ ōǳǎ ŦƛǘǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ 

injecting booths that can drive to locations identified as pockets of public drug use or where there 

are people who inject drugs who may want to use the service. They can also complement fixed-site 

DCRs by offering a service to people who use drugs who may not be able to engage with a fixed-site 

facility. An advantage of this model, beyond the ability to cover multiple sites, is that it can be more 

acceptable for local stakeholders such as police, neighbourhood business organisations and 

policymakers. However, a smaller capacity means mobile facilities are unable to see as many clients 

as most fixed-site DCRs, yet require similar staffing levels as fixed facilities, so costs per client can be 

high.40 Another drawback is the limited ability to offer ancillary services and spaces other than those 

specifically designated for drug consumption. 

In Berlin, mobile DCR facilities have been in operation since 2003,9 complementing two fixed-site 

DCRs. The mobile DCRs target the numerous well-established drug markets and consumption areas 

around the city, offering three injecting booths staffed by two nurses as well as one or two social 

workers.73 

6.5 Women-only model 

Women who inject drugs can experience physical and sexual violence, vulnerability to BBV 

transmission and a greater rate of mortality and homicide than the general population.74,75 DCRs that 

cater exclusively to women provide a safe space to engage with harm reduction services, and help 

women overcome the barriers and dangers they may face in their homes and in public. There are 

two known DCRs that provide services exclusively to women, as well as one facility in Biel, 

Switzerland that provides a women-only service for two hours per week. The first women-only DCR 

was established as part of the RAGAZZA facility in Hamburg.76 This service is part of a broader facility 

that provides social, medical and material support for women, completely staffed by women. 

SisterSpace in Vancouver opened in 2017, facilitating 16,000 visits in its first year of operation, with 

65ς75 women visiting each day.77 {ƛǎǘŜǊ{ǇŀŎŜ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ǘƛǊŀ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ wŜǎƻǳǊŎŜ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ, which 

provides broad social support to women. These services not only provide women with a safer 

alternative to injecting in public, they give clients an alternative to injecting at home if this is not a 

safe environment for them. 
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6.6 Overdose prevention sites 

Overdose Prevention Sites are low-threshold harm reduction services designed specifically to 

provide onsite monitoring of people at risk of overdose and allow for a rapid response when an 

overdose occurs.78 Dozens of OPSs operate across BC, where they have been integrated into existing 

services, have their own purpose-built premises or are mobile outreach based. In practice, OPSs 

provide many of the same social and health interventions as DCRs (e.g. drug checking, BBV testing, 

naloxone training and supply, sterile injecting equipment), but do not offer medical supervision of 

drug consumption. The lack of supervision can create a lower-threshold environment, while still 

monitoring clients for overdose. The BC Minister for Health initiated OPSs to respond rapidly to a 

growing overdose crisis. Under a declaration of a public health emergency, the order gives BC 

Emergency Health Services and regional health authorities the ability to provide extraordinary 

overdose prevention services as necessary on an emergency basis.79 This contrasts with a more 

lengthy and cumbersome procedure to establish a DCR, a federally governed process which requires 

an application to Health Canada for an exemption under Section 56 of the Controlled Drugs and 

Substances Act alongside requirements for feasibility studies and extensive stakeholder 

consultation.80 The low resource intensity and flexible service model of OPSs mean that they can be 

implemented at many different service points, offering wide geographical reach.  
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7.0 DCRs: their clients and service specifications 

7.1 Service clients 

Typically, DCRs are targeted towards the most vulnerable and socially marginalised people who use 

drugs.27,40 DCRs in other parts of the world have generally been most utilised by populations such as 

people injecting drugs and/or experiencing homelessness. Stakeholders saw targeting a potential 

service in the ACT to those most marginalised in the community as part of an appropriate harm 

reduction approach.  

KEY FINDINGS 
 

Á DCRs are accessed by the most vulnerable and socially marginalised people who use 

drugs.  

Á Admission and exclusion criteria range from personal and health attributes (e.g. 

minimum age requirements, pregnancy, intoxication), to social or externally 

sanctioned specifications (e.g. parole conditions, local residence). 

Á ACT stakeholders agreed that the supervision of injection should be a central feature 

of a facility and noted issues with other routes of administration (e.g. allowing 

smoking has potential harm reduction benefits but is costly to implement). 

Á Drug consumers were overwhelmingly in favor of multiple routes of administration 

being permitted in a DCR (injecting, smoking, snorting). 

Á Ancillary services offered at DCRs can be basic, practical, health oriented or support 

oriented. ACT stakeholders and consumers strongly supported offering a wide range 

of health and support services. 

Á Staff may include nurses, social workers and people with lived experience. Potential 

clients indicated that they would like to see peer workers, medical staff and case 

managers at a DCR. 

Á Local community engagement and education is essential for DCR site selection. 

interviewed experts and stakeholders considered proximity to local drug market/s, 

public transport and other health services to be vital. 

Á Opening hours should be tailored according to local need but include normal 

business hours at a minimum. 

Á Implementation costs vary considerably according to staffing profiles and operational 

model, including the emphasis on medical supervision. 

Á Most stakeholders felt a DCR would be a worthwhile expenditure of available funds 

in the ACT. 

Á ACT stakeholders did not consider a medically supervised model essential, but a 

governance structure could include medical oversight, alongside a range of other 

professionals.   

Á Stakeholders from existing DCRs identified that the stigma associated with injecting 

drug use hinders service delivery, but peer workers could help minimise this. 
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Stakeholders from MSIR and MSIC described a high proportion of homeless or unstably housed 

service users, as well as 10ς15% Indigenous clients, many clients with mental health comorbidities, 

and clients with a history of incarceration. The Victorian stakeholders described cohorts of clients 

that will use the service once or twice a week, those who have come almost every day since it 

opened, and some who do not live in the area and will use it infrequently or try it out of curiosity. 

They also observed that regular service users are predominantly from the local drug user 

community, access the local drug market and have high need for complementary services. These 

characteristics may mean that clients are less likely to have access to a private space to inject, such 

as their own home, and be more likely to experience drug-related harm. 

7.2 Admission criteria 

Admission criteria for DCRs vary worldwide. Most commonly, services are not available to people 

who are under 18 years of age, have never injected drugs, require help injecting, are occasional 

injectors, are pregnant or are accompanied by a child, or present as intoxicated.81 While these 

conditions are designed to reduce the harms associated with injecting drug use, some DCRs have 

admission criteria that are aimed at regulating clientele. For example, use of a facility may be limited 

to clients who are registered and can prove they live in the local area; this measure is designed to 

prevent an influx of clients from other areas.9 It is also common for services to require new clients to 

agree to a code of conduct or list of house rules before using a facility for the first time. These 

usually relate to client and staff rights and responsibilities, as well as what is permitted and not 

permitted and the consequences of breaching the rules. 

The provision of an inhalation room as part of a DCR requires a different physical space to the clinical 

models that currently operate in Australia. Occupation health and safety considerations necessitate 

adequate ventilation; in Switzerland and Germany, inhalation rooms are sealed off from the rest of 

the facility, are kept at negative pressure, and have a ceiling extraction system leading to an external 

exhaust. Air quality (especially drug concentration) is monitored in the rest of the building to ensure 

occupational health and safety compliance for staff.82,83 

Stakeholder interviews with providers of DCRs found that the main eligibility criteria at MSIC and 

MSIR are having a history of injecting drug use, being aged 18 years or over, intending to self-inject 

(with or without professional advice) and not being pregnant. At the MSIR, if upon entry ŀ ŎƭƛŜƴǘΩǎ 

level of intoxication poses a clinical risk to themselves or to others, they will be refused access to 

inject further substances. The exclusion of pregnant clients was noted to be against the best 

available evidence and personal views of MSIC management and advice from the AMA. This 

sentiment was expressed in the recommendations made by MSIC management to NRCH when 

establishing the Melbourne facility. However, as was the case in NSW, it was determined that 

pregnant women are ineligible to use the service. The NSW regulatory stakeholders also identified 

the exclusion of pregnant people and people under the age of 18 as a service gap. They discussed 

strong advocacy and a statutory review on this matter finding that there was support in the 

community for change. Evidence and public acceptability were identified as factors in establishing a 

need to change the policy. 

A Victorian department stakeholder listed the various reasons for refusal of MSIR use as: people 

with bail or parole conditions prohibiting them from using the service or being in North Richmond, 

pregnant people and people with accompanying children, young people (under 18), people who 

cannot inject themselves, people seeking to inject drugs in groups larger than two people, and 
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people who use drugs through routes of administration other than injecting. It was noted that 

refusing supervision may reduce client engagement with other health and social supports offered in 

drug consumption facilities.  

A Victorian department stakeholder noted that there were various reasons for potential clients 

electing not to use the facility of their own accord. These included having a preference to inject at 

another location, waiting time at the MSIR, being or accompanying someone who had been 

sanctioned, wishing to avoid other service users or staff, and concerns about potential surveillance 

or perceived risk of police presence.  

In BC, eligibility criteria vary across sites, but a minimum age of 16 years is universal. However, 

stakeholders reported that in practice people do not get turned away from services.  

Australian Capital Territory-based stakeholders proposed several criteria for use of a DCR and 

whether there should be any specific restrictions or exclusions. Most were supportive of minimal 

restrictions. One topic where there was substantial consensus was the exclusion of individuals who 

display violent or threatening behaviour. Participants saw this as essential to maintaining a safe 

space, both for clients and staff.  

One of the other issues discussed was the age of possible clients. Participants regarded allowing 

people aged under 18 to attend such a service as a complex issue, but there was general agreement 

that some young people would benefit from using such a service due to the potential for harm 

reduction. It was suggested that younger people could be separated from older clients, with physical 

design of the space being a key method for achieving this separation.  

Some stakeholders questioned whether a service should allow visibly pregnant women to attend, 

including those under 18. There was no consensus: participants recognised the need to support 

people at a crucial time when intervention is needed, and that if they are turned away they will 

probably use drugs anyway. Other stakeholders suggest that pregnancy should not be a reason for 

excluding potential clients. 

There was some discussion in relation to the exclusion of intoxicated people from DCRs in the 

stakeholder interviews. One stakeholder mentioned that if people were obviously intoxicated on 

ƘŜǊƻƛƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ Ψƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴƻŘΩΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ƭŜǘ into a service. However, this 

stakeholder also noted that in their experience working in a DCR, most people turned away for this 

reason would probably simply consume drugs elsewhere. Another stakeholder argued that excluding 

intoxicated, pregnant and young people was done for political reasons only, and that such eligibility 

criteria did not make sense otherwise. Rejected people face a higher combined risk of initial 

intoxication and using drugs alone.  

7.3 Allowable routes of drug administration and drug types within 

DCRs 

DCRs provide a space for clients to consume drugs in a variety of ways under supervision. The most 

common route of drug administration supported in DCRs worldwide is injecting,9 and many services 

only allow injecting. However, some DCRs support other routes of administration, such as intranasal 

(snorting), inhalation (smoking) and oral (swallowing). There are different reasons for facilitating 

alternative routes of administration. In the Netherlands, injecting is now rare; in Switzerland and 

Germany, smoking was incorporated into injecting-only services to cater to the shift in local drug use 
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patterns as well as promote less risky forms of consumption among people who inject drugs.9 In 

Canada, several DCRs offer oral as well as intranasal consumption, to address the fact that a 

significant proportion of overdose deaths are attributed to routes of administration other than 

injecting.84 

Participants in stakeholder interviews talked about ways of consuming drugs and whether there 

should be restrictions related to these in the ACT. There was a broad understanding that supervised 

injection of drugs would be a central feature of a facility, but there was much discussion of the 

inclusion of smoking as a key mode of administration. In particular, this occurred in the context of 

smoking drugs like ice, rather than cannabis or tobacco. One stakeholder from the AOD treatment 

sector noted that the transition from smoking to injecting drugs is common, and by facilitating 

inhalation a DCR can provide valuable interventions around safer injecting practices for new 

injecting initiates. However, most of the discussion regarding the smoking of drugs in a DCR centred 

on the need to protect staff from the harms of second-hand smoke and the consequent need for 

proper (and costly) ventilation. It should be noted that nearly all of the participants in the consumer 

survey reported recent injection of drugs, so further research may be required to better understand 

the needs and views of smokers of drugs. 

Consumer survey respondents strongly supported allowing multiple routes of administration being 

available in a DCR. Most participants (76%) believed that injecting, smoking and snorting routes of 

administration should all be permitted in a DCR in the ACT. While most (73%) reported that they 

would inject in a DCR, smoking and snorting were reported by 35% and 13% respectively.  

Most consumer survey participants reported being primary injectors, although many also engaged in 

other routes of drug administration. Therefore, some further exploratory work with people who use 

drugs who are not primary injectors is required to scope their interest in using a DCR. 

With regards to injecting, several participants talked about wanting to be able to inject with groups 

of people in any proposed facility. While most participants in the consumer survey (57%) said they 

would use a DCR to use drugs on their own, 43% said they would use the DCR to use drugs with one 

other person and 30% would use with a group. 

When ACT-based stakeholders discussed what types of drugs should be allowed to be consumed 

within a DCR, there was a general understanding that any targeting or restrictions should consider 

which drug types offer the greatest opportunity for harm reduction if consumed in such a space, and 

whether other spaces currently exist where particular drug types can be safely consumed. Most 

participants thought that alcohol should be excluded. A few stakeholders suggested that other drugs 

that present minimal opportunity for harm reduction (an example suggested was magic mushrooms) 

could also be excluded. 
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7.4 Service inclusions/additions 

Broadly, services offered by DCRs can fall under four categories: basic services; practical support; 

health care and education; and care, support and daily activities (Table 6).69  

Table 6: Services available in DCRs internationally 

Additional Services Examples 

Basic services 
Tea/coffee, warm meals, needle exchange, provision of drug paraphernalia 

and personal care (showers and laundry) 

Practical support 
Phone for clientsΩ use, support with financial and administrative affairs, 

lockers, a mailing address 

Healthcare and education 
Primary health care, drug treatment, mental health, vein care, sexual health 

information 

Care, support, and daily 

activities 

Referral to care and treatment facilities (e.g. OAT, dental and other medical 

referrals), recreational activities 

The services a DCR offers will depend on its objectives, which will in turn be shaped by several social 

and political factors. For example, if the typical characteristics of DCR clients include unstable 

housing and homelessness, more social services should be considered to cater to their needs. The 

physical size of the service, available funding and staffing profile also limit what services may be able 

to be offered. 

With the advent of direct-acting antiviral (DAA) treatment and point-of-care testing for hepatitis C 

infection, it is now much easier for DCRs to provide comprehensive onsite hepatitis C testing and 

treatment services. A 2017 survey of DCRs commissioned by the International Network of Drug 

Consumption Rooms noted that more than half of DCR clients tested positive for hepatitis C 

infection, creating an opportunity to treat a high concentration of people living with untreated 

chronic hepatitis C who might not otherwise engage with mainstream health services.70   

There was a strong consensus amongst ACT-based stakeholders interviewed that a DCR should 

house a comprehensive suite of services. Conceptually, these were considered as wraparound 

services, capable of meeting a variety of needs (i.e. social, psychological, medical, physical). A DCR 

could incorporate referral into onsite provision of services if an integrated model is used. The DCR 

function was viewed as a platform for the delivery of a range of supports to marginalised 

populations who may find it difficult to access services in other contexts. Coordination of referral 

and service access was seen as a key professional function within the space, along with a long list of 

possible service types and worker disciplines (see Appendix 5). 

Participants in the consumer survey strongly agreed that an ACT-based DCR should provide 

comprehensive information, education and advice on a range of topics relating to drug use, health 

and welfare. Most (75%) thought that additional services should be provided onsite. The services 

mentioned most commonly were AOD counselling (48%), methadone maintenance (45%), naloxone 

training (45%), and NSPs (40%). Participants expressed strong preferences for a comprehensive 

range of other health and support services spanning primary healthcare and social support, as well 

as physical amenities like toilets and relaxation spaces. A full list is given in Appendix 6. 

The NSP snapshot survey also asked which services participants would like to see offered within an 

ACT-ōŀǎŜŘ 5/wΦ ¢ƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ΨǎŀŦŜ ŘǊǳƎ ǳǎŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ όмт҈), advice and 
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support to access drug treatment (14%), mental health support and treatment (14%) and BBV 

testing and treatment (10%). A full list is shown in Appendix 6. 

Services offered at other Australian-based DCRs include primary healthcare (including BBV testing 

and treatment), dental, housing, legal support, drug treatment referral and income support 

(Centrelink in-reach). Specific support related to injecting drug use is also provided onsite 

(e.g. injecting advice, THN training). 

7.4.1 Blood-borne virus testing and treatment 

Given the high prevalence and incidence of BBVs among people who inject drugs, DCRs are a logical 

site for testing and treatment, especially (in Australia) for hepatitis C infection.70 Australia has 

enjoyed unrestricted access to new DAA treatments for hepatitis C, which require a short period of 

therapy and minimal follow-up, since their listing on the Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme in March 

2016. While treatment regimen barriers have been lowered in the past four years, there remain 

multiple barriers for people who inject drugs to access testing and treatment initiation.85 In 

mainstream primary care models, attrition from the care cascade is well documented.86 The 

provision of low or no-cost onsite HCV (and other BBV) care in DCRs goes some way to addressing 

some of these other barriers, including convenience, accessibility, reduced risk of stigma and 

discrimination, poor venous access for phlebotomy, travel to appointments, and cost.   

The Melbourne MSIR provides a good recent example. In partnership with St ViƴŎŜƴǘΩǎ IƻǎǇƛǘŀƭΣ 

Melbourne, MSIR offers testing, assessment, counselling, and treatment for HCV for its clients, as 

well as STI testing and hepatitis A and B vaccinations. The recent review of the MSIR found that the 

service achieved its objective of reducing the spread of BBVs, citing that in the first 18 months of 

operations, more than a third of people screened tested positive for HCV, and a quarter went on to 

be treated.12  

In an international census of DCRs, most services indicated that they provided education to clients 

about HCV transmission and prevention routes (94%), information on HCV testing (78%) and HCV 

infection symptoms or treatment options (76%),70 mostly through brochures and pamphlets (89%) 

and individual consultations (88%). Onsite testing was offered at 65% of the surveyed sites, with 

around two thirds of these services offering pre- (65%) and post-test (68%) counselling. Ninety-six 

per cent of surveyed DCRs reported referral pathways to services that provided treatment. 

7.4.2 Drug checking 

Drug checking is a service whereby individuals can submit samples of illicit drugs for scientific 

analysis of contents to determine the presence of psychoactive substances. As a harm reduction 

measure, drug checking offers real-time consumer-centred information that can lead to safer drug 

use.87 Drug checking is available at two-thirds of DCRs and various other harm reduction services in 

Canada, offering consumers the opportunity to test the contents of their drugs and decide on 

whether and how much to consume after receiving a result. The British Columbia Centre for 

Substance Use publishes monthly results for its service; for example, of the 365 samples of any drug 

tested in March 2020, 274 matched with what the client believed the substance to be, 45 did not 

match and a further 46 substances were not identified.88 

When stakeholders were asked what range of services should be offered in a DCR, drug checking 

was mentioned, but there was no consensus as to whether this should be a key feature of a DCR 

service implemented in the ACT. When asked to list services that could be included in a Canberra 
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DCR, 36% of participants (n=36) in the consumer survey mentioned drug checking, although this 

service is not currently an operational feature of other Australian DCRs. (Participants were not 

prompted to mention this service ς they were asked an open question and researchers coded all 

responses provided by participants.) 

The 2019 NDSHS asked respondents whether they would support allowing potential drug users to 

test the purity of and substances in their pills/drugs at designated sites. The harm reduction 

approach was supported by 70% of ACT participants, a higher proportion than in all other states and 

territories (57% nationally).44 

7.5 Staffing 

From their worldwide survey of DCRs, Belackova and colleagues identified 15 staff roles, although 

the mix of disciplines varied in each service. The most common roles were nurse (80% of DCRs) and 

social worker (78%). Other common roles were director/manager (57%), medical doctor (46%), 

technical or administrative staff (35%), security staff (33%) and peers in a paid position (24%).70 

The composition of DCR staff will need to be considered in accordance with the overall model, as 

well as services offered, budget and resources, capacity, and hours of operation. However, all DCRs 

should have policies and procedures in place to determine minimum levels of staff, skill sets, 

competencies and training required for each role.40 

For example, both the MSIC and MSIR are legally required to be supervised by a medical director 

with qualifications as a medical practitioner. They are also required to have four registered nurses 

and four counsellors on staff at any one time, all recruited for their relevant professional 

qualifications, training and experience.41 At the Insite facility in Vancouver, the injection room must 

always have two staff members, one of whom must be a registered nurse, while the whole facility is 

staffed by two nurses, five program workers from the Portland Hotel Society (a non-profit 

community organisation), and two peer workers.81 OPSs in BC are primarily staffed by peer 

workers.89 

ACT-based stakeholders agreed that a service should be staffed by a combination of trained health 

and welfare professionals and people with lived experience. Consumer survey participants 

nominated wanting to access peer workers (88%), medical staff (82%) and support staff like case 

managers (67%) in a DCR, as well as counsellors (60%). 

7.6 Site selection 

Given the political complexity associated with establishing a DCR, experts have recommended 

extensive community engagement and education in their development and implementation. Site 

selection is particularly important: the European experience suggests that in order to be effective, 

the location of DCRs needs to take into account proximity to illicit drug markets, ability to be 

embedded in a wider network of services, compatibility with the needs of people who use drugs, 

and compatibility with the needs and expectations of local residents.  

Stakeholder interviews with DCR providers found that the North Richmond location of MSIR was 

chosen because of its proximity to the main street-based drug market and being physically 

connected to a community health service.  Issues such as discarded needles, verbal interactions, 

public injecting, and rarer, more serious incidents involving violence, occurred in the local area prior 

to the MSIR opening.12  
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Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ {ȅŘƴŜȅΩǎ a{L/Σ YƛƴƎǎ /Ǌƻǎǎ ǿŀǎ one of 39 locations considered, mainly due to the 

sheer volume of drug activity in the area, including a high number of fatal overdoses. Kings Cross 

also had a history of drug activity, and housed !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ first NSP, which opened in 1988. After 

initial push-back from local community and business representatives, support has grown since 

evidence of a reduction in crime and fatalities in the area has mounted. 

A Victorian stakeholder noted that international evidence demonstrated that in order to be 

effective, DCRs need to be located close to where injecting drug use and harm is most prevalent and 

where they can be embedded in a wider network of services. They then explained that NRCH is 

located near the epicentre of ambulance overdose callouts and historical drug overdose deaths in 

North Richmond. This stakeholder also explained that NRCH was chosen because it already operated 

the busiest NSP in the region, and offered naloxone and overdose response services, BBV education, 

health promotion and outreach in the local community.  

There are dozens of DCRs and OPSs in BC, so the BC stakeholder described a variety of community 

ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎΦ ΨNƻǘ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ōŀŎƪȅŀǊŘΩ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ depicted as based on lack of understanding about 

how DCRs can help reduce needle litter and public drug use. There was also mention of people 

actively working to shut down DCRs in their region. However, examples of residents no longer 

objecting to facilities once they had opened and the anticipated negative effects were not 

experienced were also outlined.  

Throughout stakeholder consultations, there was a consensus that any established service should be 

accessible and convenient for clients, with a high coverage of public transport options. Proximity to 

other health services was identified as another key factor in determining service location. 

Stakeholders anticipated that community acceptability would be a challenge when selecting a 

location, especially in areas lacking existing AOD-type services.  

7.7 Opening hours 

Both the MSIC and MSIR are open seven days a week, with shorter operating hours on weekends: 

MSIR is open 7am to 9pm during the week and 8am to 7pm on weekends; MSIC is open 9am to 

9.30pm during the week and 9.30am to 5.30pm on weekends. Both services began with shorter 

opening hours; they were extended in Melbourne after initial establishment and then again as the 

service moved into a purpose-built facility, and in Sydney after advice from the MSIC Consumer 

Committee.  

The opening hours of the MSIR have been reviewed and amended over time to better meet capacity 

and the needs of community and clients. Client demand may be modelled by assessing a range of 

data including ambulance overdose response data and NSP access by time of day. It has been 

suggested by DCR stakeholders that current opening hours may be skewed too early (weekdays from 

7am, weekends and public holidays from 8am), and that key demand occurred closer to 9am to 

10am.  

Lƴ ²ƻƻŘǎΩ нлмп ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ƻŦ 5/Rs in Europe,69 all DCRs were open Monday to Friday, except for one 

German facility which closed on Wednesdays. Sixty per cent of DCRs were open on Saturdays, and 

64% on Sundays. Average opening hours varied across days of the week, with Monday having the 

longest average at 8.6 hours; one German DCR was open for 20 hours on weekdays, and a Swiss DCR 

was open for only 3 hours and 35 minutes on five of its seven operating days. In Canada, 

±ŀƴŎƻǳǾŜǊΩǎ LƴǎƛǘŜ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ƻǇŜƴ ŦƻǊ му ƘƻǳǊǎ ŀ ŘŀȅΣ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŘŀȅΦ90 Under a pilot program in 2017, 
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Insite opened for 24 hours from Wednesday to Friday on weeks that social welfare cheques were 

distributed.91 The aim of the pilot was to address the spike in opioid-related overdose cases in these 

periods but we could not locate published data on the effects.  

When asked about what opening hours would make the most sense for a DCR in the ACT, 

stakeholder interview participants provided differing insights. Some asserted that the proposed 

service should be accessible as early as 7am or 8am, explaining that people who inject drugs often 

ΨǎŎƻǊŜΩ Ŝarly in the day and many also receive OAT at these times. There was general agreement that 

the service should be open during normal work hours, with participants stating the importance of 

being open outside 9am to 5pm for those who are employed. Suggested closing times ranged from 

6pm to 10pm, with most anticipating that there would be little utilisation of a service that operated 

overnight.  

Responses to the consumer survey were consistent with the views of ACT stakeholders, suggesting 

that core opening hours should be normal business hours (58%), but a minority suggested the 

service should be open late in the evening. A substantial minority (21%) suggested the service should 

be open from midnight to 9am, which was also suggested by some stakeholder interviewees, who 

believed the service should be 24 hours a day, given that drug use happens around the clock. 

Data obtained from ACT Ambulance shows that the most common time of day for opioid and heroin 

overdose attendances are 10am to 3pm and 8pm to 10pm. For other drugs, there is an upwards 

trend starting from around 10am to a peak of callouts around 8pm. Opioid and heroin overdose 

attendances are stable throughout the week and decrease over the weekend. Relatively more other 

drugs overdose responses occur on Wednesdays and weekends.  

7.8 Funding and operating costs 

The a{L/Ωǎ ōǳŘƎŜǘ ƛǎ ϷпΦлуоM per year, with fixed costs such as salaries and wages comprising 70% 

of the budget. Stakeholders ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ a{L/Ωǎ ŦƛȄŜŘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊȅ ƳƻŘŜƭΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ŀ 

certain number of qualified staff on site at any one time. The lack of flexibility in this model was 

described as a potential issue for operations, using the example of fewer clients using the service 

during the current COVID-19 health emergency and the resulting overstaffing of the service. 

To gauge perspectives related to funding and costs of a DCR in the ACT, stakeholders were asked for 

their views on what costs would need to be factored into the service, as well as on whether the 

funds required to operate a DCR could be better spent on other AOD services. It was noted that 

staffing would be the highest financial burden, which would be higher if it were going to be staffed 

by medical professionals (doctors, nurses) rather than people with AOD certifications. Longer 

opening hours were also mentioned as a factor that could drive staffing costs up. 

When discussing whether the money spent on a DCR could be better spent elsewhere, opinions 

among stakeholders were divided. Those who thought a DCR could be a responsible investment 

cited that such a service could mitigate risks and harms related to drug use, as well as providing 

linkages to other interventions such as withdrawal and rehabilitation. Some participants suggested 

that even if treatment services for withdrawal and rehabilitation were better resourced, there would 

still be people taking drugs whose lives could be saved by a DCR. Other responses in favour of setting 

up a DCR also mentioned that funding for AOD services in the ACT needed to improve overall, and 

that it should not be a question of whether a DCR should receive funding over other services that are 

just as important. 
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Of those who did not support establishing a DCR, one stakeholder argued that the population of 

people that would use the service is too fractured, dispersed and small to justify funding the service. 

Other respondents argued that the money could be better spent on initiatives such as an NSP in the 

Alexander Maconochie Centre, drug checking, better diversion services for low-level offending and 

housing for homeless people, as well as existing services like withdrawal and rehabilitation that are 

known to be under-resourced and struggling to meet demand. 

Victorian stakeholders suggested costing a DCR model based on a staffing profile and award 

requirements, rather than relying too heavily on costing data from other DCRs. This would then take 

into account requirements around shift length and operating hours to match up with award 

requirements and mandatory additional payments. Additional factors that would influence the 

staffing profile, and therefore costings, included the level of medical supervision, booth sizes, co-

located services and whether there are services and staff funded by outside organisations. A sample 

budget has been generated using this approach in Appendix 5. 

7.9 Governance 

{ȅŘƴŜȅΩǎ a{L/ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴ ōƻŀǊŘΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ƛǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Uniting Care board. 

Frontline nursing and health education staff report to their respective manager, who reports to two 

ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊǎΣ ǿƘƻ ǘƘŜƴ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƭƛƴƛŎŀƭκƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊΦ {ȅŘƴŜȅΩǎ a{L/ ƛǎ Ǌǳƴ ŀǎ ŀn 

NGO service, and while it does follow some policy directives from the NSW state government, it is 

part of Uniting Care. It is also governed by legislation and licensing conditions. 

In Melbourne, the MSIR is operated through NRCH, who are licensed to operate the MSIR by the 

Victorian Department of Health (DH)Φ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ Ǌǳƴ ǳƴŘŜǊ bw/IΩǎ 

protocols but is also overseen by the state government and governed by legislation. MSIR also has its 

own operations manager who reports to the clinical/medical director. The clinical/medical director 

reports to the CEO of NRCH, who then reports to the NRCH board. Governance also includes regular 

meetings between MSIR and the representatives of the Victorian DH, licence inspections and audits 

and community and local service engagement. Performance requirements for DH-funded services 

also provide a method of oversight by government.  

In BC, there are various arrangements across the dozens of DCRs and OPSs. Most commonly, local 

health authorities run the service and governance is within their remit. 

Many stakeholders discussed whether a medically supervised model with a medical director was the 

most appropriate form of governance for a potential ACT DCR. A majority of respondents did not see 

this model as necessary to ensure appropriate clinical governance and risk management for a DCR. 

Others mentioned that they did not believe clients of a service would want a model involving 

supervision by a medical practitioner, and that a non-medical model could be more cost-effective 

and potentially more effective in general. 

There was broad agreement that the service would be best run by an NGO. With regards to a 

governance structure for oversight of the service, a board, governance committee and steering 

committee were all suggested as possible models. There was consensus that any governance 

structure should include a balance of professionals and people with lived experience. Some 

participants discussed the importance of accountability for the service to various directorates within 

the ACT government, including health, justice, and community services, as well as associated 

ministers. Broad political support for the service was perceived as central to its success. A 



43 

partnership between various services, government, and other relevant bodies was suggested as a 

possible approach. 

7.10 Evaluations 

We asked each of the DCR stakeholders how their services approached evaluations. The MSIR is still 

in a trial period, which has recently been recommended to be extended for another three years 

(after an initial two). The evaluation of the first two years of operations was based on indicators 

listed under the Drugs, Poisons and Controlled Substances Act 1981, which include reduction of fatal 

and non-fatal overdoses, BBV infections and discarded syringes in public, an increase in the uptake 

of treatment and a range of health and social services, improve amenity of the neighbourhood for 

residents and businesses in the vicinity, as well as reductions in use of services such as drug-related 

ambulance and hospital emergency department attendances.  

The expert panel which reviewed the initial two-year period of the MSIR trial noted that the facility 

was introduced in the context of escalating drug harms for people who inject drugs. The panel 

regarded the objectives of the trial as ambitious, especially around improving amenity as well as 

saving lives and reducing harms for people who inject drugs. Despite this, the panel found that the 

service was meeting most of its ambitious targets, with estimates that at least 21 deaths were 

avoided in its first 18 months of operation and a demonstrable reduction in ambulance attendances 

in the vicinity and BBV spread. The panel noted that local amenity improvements were a work in 

progress.  

The original evaluation of the MSIC was conducted by a consortium of academic organisations, and 

since then organisations including The Kirby Institute and the NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and 

Research have completed independent evaluations. In BC, there is less formal evaluation of OPSs 

that involves qualitative interviews with the peer workers that staff the services.  

Given the extensive body of work evaluating the effectiveness of DCRs internationally, evaluation of 

a DCR in the ACT should primarily focus on implementation and the experiences of service users and 

meeting consumer need.  

7.11 Challenges and successes 

The a{LwΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŜǎ have been providing life-saving injecting supervision services, and the 

opportunistic provision of a growing range of health and social services onsite, which is seen as 

particularly important for the a{LwΩǎ ŎƭƛŜƴǘ ƎǊƻǳǇΣ because they may struggle to access external 

services or navigate complex health and social systems. Another strength is the comprehensive suite 

of services offered at MSIR and NRCH and the opportunities it provides to link people with life-

changing support, where and when they need it. The importance of offering long-acting 

pharmacotherapy (buprenorphine implants) since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic has been 

noted; it has helped people reduce the need to use illicit drugs and simultaneously maintain contact 

with pharmacies and other pharmacotherapy dispensers.  

When asked about the most important successes of the service, aside from the lives saved by 

preventing fatal overdose, stakeholders cited a{L/Ωǎ ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ for the clients of the service and harm 

reduction in the community more broadly. This local advocacy was described as being nuanced, 

palatable and unique in how it engages community, police and political stakeholders. An example of 
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this advocacy provided was the MSIC From the Heart event, which exhibits art made by MSIC clients 

to the Kings Cross and broader local community. 

When discussing challenges with DCR stakeholders, MSIR and BC representatives ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŎƭƛŜƴǘǎΩ 

common experience of stigma around drug use. The MSIR is located in Richmond, a densely 

populated, socio-demographically and culturally diverse area, including large areas of public and 

private housing, which may contribute to a lack of understanding between residents. The 

organisational structure of MSIR has been described as being a key matter to consider during 

implementation, mainly due to the MSIR being a large and complex service integrated into NRCH, 

which is relatively small in comparison to other community health services, which are often multi-

site and employ larger numbers of staff. IndeedΣ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ a{L/Ωǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ǿŀǎ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ƻŦ 

operating as part of Uniting Care, which is a much more established and diverse service with 

presence across NSW, making it less susceptible to media and public scrutiny.  

Stakeholders suggested that the single best feature of ./Ωǎ DCR and OPS services was the 

engagement of peers, who they described as having an important role in building trust with clients, 

as well as making services feel comfortable and welcoming. This peer relationship also enabled 

conversations with clients around types of substances being used and providing information around 

the strength and purity of drugs in circulation. In turn, this supportive role was an empowering 

experience for the peer workers.  
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8.0 A DCR in the ACT 

Stakeholders and consumers overwhelmingly support the establishment of a DCR in the ACT, which 

matches broader community support. There is also a high level of understanding of and familiarity 

with the DCRs introduced in other contexts and jurisdictions and expectations around effectiveness 

in reducing drug-related harms, reflecting the strong international evidence. Our data demonstrate a 

strong interest in, endorsement of, and intent to use a DCR in the ACT for a high proportion of 

episodes of drug use amongst people who use drugs and people who inject drugs. Consumers cited 

health, safety and legal reasons for wanting to use a DCR.  

The primary and secondary data sources analysed for this study indicate a clear need for the 

expansion of comprehensive harm reduction services to meet the needs of a vulnerable population 

of people who inject drugs. The development of a service to address these client-specific needs 

should also be compatible with the needs and expectations of the wider local community. 

This section addresses the level of need for a DCR in the ACT, how one might operate and how much 

it might cost.  

8.1 What is the level of need for the service? 

Our analysis of drug use patterns and related trends in the ACT showed a high level of polydrug use 

and an underlying prevalence of harms that requires a response. These conditions are similar to 

ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄƛǎǘŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ !/¢ ƳƻǾŜŘ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ ŦƛǊst THN program to respond to 

overdose.92 A DCR is a good fit for the documented need and is well supported by the stakeholders ς 

especially consumers ς we interviewed for this study.  

Larney and colleagues estimated that the number of recent people who inject drugs in the ACT in 

2014 was 1250 (range 1000ς1500). An intent to use a DCR (yes/no) if there was one in the ACT was 

expressed by 83% of consumer survey participants and 64% of NSP snapshot survey participants. 

Extrapolating from these figures, we estimate that a DCR in the ACT could be utilised by 800 ς1038 

people who inject drugs. Fifty-seven per cent (58/101) of consumer survey participants said they 

would use a DCR for half or more of their injection episodes. The MSIR currently has around 5000 

total clients and services around 300 clients per day from a maximum of 20 injecting booths (13 are 

operating at the moment to allow for physical distancing). If demand were similar in the ACT, six to 

eight booths would serve up to an expected 90 to 120 clients per day. It would be prudent to 

provide additional booths to allow easy scale-up to meet peak demands. 

We found evidence of increasing or dynamic drug-related harm, particularly in relation to prevalence 

of recent overdose. Prevalences of reported recent non-fatal overdose amongst participants in our 

consumer survey (past six months: n=21, 21%) and the ACT IDRS (past 12 months: n=19, 19%) were 

almost identical to the prevalences of recent overdose reported in the Melbourne arm of the IDRS in 

2016ς17 (past 12 months: 30/150, 20% in 2016 and 29/150, 19% in 2017), immediately prior to the 

establishment of the MSIR. Opioid-related ambulance attendances were also higher in the ACT 

during 2019 than during 2016ς17 in Melbourne (50.6 per 100,000 people in the ACT in 2019 vs 47.9 

per 100,000 in Melbourne during 2016ς17). Overdose deaths in the ACT increased by 78% from 19 in 

2010 to 34 in 2018.  

Other risks of drug-related harm are evident in the ACTΩǎ drug-using population from reports of 

sharing of injecting equipment, assisted injecting and drug use in both public and private spaces. 
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Consumers surveyed as part of this study indicated 30% of their injection episodes occurred in public 

locations (street, public toilet, stairwell, park, car). For NSP snapshot participants, public locations 

accounted for 14% of last episodes of drug use. This discrepancy between reports suggests public 

drug use in the ACT is more hidden than generally appreciated. It is well known that the 

criminalisation and social stigma of drug use drives clandestine drug purchase and consumption 

behaviours. The associated potential harms include risk of overdose, violence, arrest, and health 

complications from injecting in unsanitary conditions. People injecting drugs in public may also rush 

the process, also increasing the risk of harm. 

Conversely, around half of all reported injections occurred in private settings, which carry a 

significant overdose risk when using alone. Around three-quarters of reported non-fatal overdoses 

occurred in a private home.  

The increasing mean age of participants in national surveillance studies (e.g. IDRS, Australian NSP 

Survey), coupled with estimates that the number of people who inject drugs has remained stable 

Australia-wide for years, suggests that the Australian population of people who inject drugs is an 

ageing cohort with long-term drug use histories. Our primary data suggest prospective DCR clients 

have high social and health support needs (e.g. 10ς17% report unstable housing and 16ς19% are of 

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander descent). Aside from preventing overdose mortality and 

other injecting-related harms, a DCR would provide an essential point of contact for high-needs 

consumers, providing a link to the !/¢Ωǎ broader AOD and other health service system. 

8.2 What is the best model and what are the benefits? 

Given the profile of people who use drugs in the ACT and the dispersed ACT drug market and 

geography, the recommended model is to initially integrate a DCR with existing services, both 

physically and operationally. This model was well supported by stakeholders. Integration with an 

existing service was seen as offering benefits with regard to accessing existing staff expertise and 

networks with potential clients, the provision of holistic care, and a means of protecting client 

confidentiality (because clients would visit a site offering a range of services in addition to a DCR). 

The importance of ensuring low-threshold access was highlighted by many contributors and is 

supported by the international evidence. 

The MSIR and MSIC have an explicit medical model of operation. However, an overly medical model 

is not recommended for the ACT. The staffing component could include full-time nurses with 

appropriate clinical supervision; this may be facilitated through existing health and medical services 

within the facility in which the DCR is integrated or provided externally. A less medicalised model 

than that employed in other jurisdictions could cost less and enhance client engagement and 

community ownership. This approach was well supported by ACT stakeholders and is already 

feasible within existing legislation.  

On the basis of local and international views and evaluation of evidence, we recommend a service 

model that is integrated within a broader service that is: 

Á A fixed site with small but potentially expandable capacity (e.g. six injecting booths with space to 

expand to eight) 

Á Low threshold, with minimal client exclusion criteria (see section 8.4 below) 

Á Able to adapt to cater for drug consumption via routes of administration other than injecting in 

the future (see 8.4 below) 

Á Staffed by nurses and people with lived experience of drug use.  
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Keeping the service small would benefit its integration into an existing service and give the chance to 

evaluate the level of utilisation by the target population, scaling up or establishing additional sites 

elsewhere as needed. It may also help to establish local community acceptance, because the facility 

would already offer services to this client group.   

The proposed model is feasibly implemented within existing legislation, but some amendments are 

recommended (see section 8.8).  

Operational objectives 

The operational objectives of a DCR in the ACT are not currently specified in the legislation, which 

allows for a trial. The MSIC is mandated to the following objectives: 

Á Reduction in the number of overdose deaths 

Á Providing a gateway to treatment and counselling 

Á Reduction in the number of discarded needles and syringes and incidence of public injecting 

Á Reducing the spread of BBVs.  

The Victorian legislation incorporates these four objectives for the MSIR, with the addition of: 

Á A reduction in ambulance and hospital emergency attendances due to drug overdose 

Á The improved amenity of the neighbourhood for residents and businesses. 

The MSIR Review Panel noted in its June 2020 report that, in Victoria, the specificity of the 

legislation made it difficult to adapt or innovate during the implementation phase of the first 18 

months. Legislated operational objectives may also restrict the development of an innovative and 

unique DCR in the ACT. However, this needs to be balanced with community expectation and 

political appeal. Any objectives incorporated in legislation should therefore be carefully considered 

in light of the recommendation to target the most vulnerable and marginalised people who inject 

drugs and people who use drugs in the ACT. In this context, objectives related to service satisfaction 

among clients should be incorporated into operational objectives, most appropriately into service 

contracts. 

8.3 Who should provide the service? 

ACT-based stakeholder participants mentioned a range of services already equipped to provide a 

DCR as an extension of existing services. Suggestions predominantly included harm reduction and 

AOD services. Most participants mentioned more than one service that could work in partnership. 

There was general consensus that services would need to develop an appropriate structure for 

clinical governance and leadership.  

Existing services in the ACT, with established reputations and relationships with the expected client 

group, central and accessible geographic locations, and appropriate governance structures could 

feasibly be adapted to provide such a service.  

8.4 Who can attend the service? 

Consistent with most DCRs internationally, an ACT in the DCR would likely be most relevant and 

useful to people who inject drugs. Broadly, the service should target the most vulnerable members 

of the drug-using community (e.g. people experiencing homelessness, people with complex co-

occurring physical and mental health needs, recently released prisoners) because they are the most 

at risk of drug-related harms and the most likely to benefit from the service. Targeting vulnerable 
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and marginalised drug consumers is likely to achieve the greatest impact in terms of health 

outcomes, given fewer service users in the ACT context than in the MSIC and MSIR. 

There should be strong consideration given to facilitating the consumption of drugs by routes other 

than injection. Consumers surveyed for this study indicated support for use of a DCR for non-

injecting routes of administration, as did stakeholders in qualitative interviews. However further 

research with people whose primary route of drug administration is inhalation or snorting is 

recommended, because our consumer sample overwhelmingly represented people who primarily 

inject drugs. Intra-nasal consumption is a relatively straightforward inclusion, accompanied by 

relevant operational guidelines for monitoring clients for overdose. The inhalation of drugs presents 

more complex issues; a separate room with adequate ventilation is required, and this has significant 

cost implications during implementation.  

Client entry criteria should be carefully considered with the aim of maximising the harm reduction 

benefits of a DCR in the ACT, balanced with occupational health and safety considerations. To this 

end, restricting client entry based on personal attributes which point to high vulnerability is not 

recommended. Some of these are discussed below. 

Á Safety. The physical safety of staff and clients is paramount and excluding clients on the basis of 

the threat of, or actual, violence is recommended. In addition, perceptions of safety are 

important in ensuring the facility is accessible to ς and utilised by ς other clients.  

Á Age. Strong consideration should be given to allowing entry to people aged under 18 years (e.g. 

16ς17 years), which may be assessed on a case-by-case basis. This may be particularly 

important for providing harm reduction intervention to new initiates to injecting.  

Á Pregnancy. The best available evidence supports the accommodation of pregnant clients in a 

DCR and is supported by the AMA. In practice, the exclusion of pregnant clients from a DCR 

prevents intervention in the event of overdose when the client expresses an intent to use drugs 

regardless of admission to the facility. Admitting pregnant clients may also provide a critical 

opportunity to link them with treatment and support services at a time of heightened 

vulnerability.  

Á Intoxication. Where a client presents to the facility already intoxicated (through the prior 

consumption of alcohol and/or illicit or prescription drugs), additional use of substances 

presents a significant risk of overdose. On this basis, strong consideration should be given to not 

excluding intoxicated clients from using the facility ipso facto but accommodated on a case-by-

case basis, taking into account other factors, including expressing an intent to use drugs 

regardless of entry. The perceived safety of staff and other clients may also influence this 

assessment, as outlined above. 

Á Self-administration of drugs via injection. People who use drugs via injection but require help 

to do so may represent a particularly vulnerable client group. Evidence shows people who 

require help injecting are more likely to be women and young people, lack autonomy in their 

drug consumption, and experience a high risk of violence and BBV transmission. Entry to a DCR 

may provide these clients with a safe environment to exercise autonomy in their drug 

consumption, advised by experienced staff.  

Á Physical injection sites. Venous access in the forearm may be compromised for some clients 

including older, longer-term people who inject drugs, those who have a history of injecting 

substances which do not readily dissolve in water (e.g. some pharmaceutical tablets), or those 

who have lacked the ability to inject in hygienic environments and suffered health problems as 

a result. A proportion of these people who inject drugs may continue to inject in other sites, 
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including the femoral vein in the groin or jugular in the neck. It is recommended that clients 

should not be excluded on this basis. DCR staff may be able advise on how such injection can be 

performed as safely as possible and how to find alternative venous access.   

8.5 What should be available within the service? 

The core services provided in a DCR would include: 

Á Safer drug use supplies (e.g. needles/syringes, other drug using paraphernalia) 

Á Supervised drug consumption 

Á Overdose response (e.g. monitoring, oxygen, naloxone) 

Á Other harm reduction supplies (e.g. condoms, THN) 

Á Harm reduction support and education (e.g. vein care, reducing BBV risk, reducing overdose 

risk) 

Á First aid (e.g. wound care). 

The existing legislation allowing for a trial of a DCR in the ACT also mandates the provision of ς or 

satisfactory access to ς primary health care services (including medical), AOD counselling services, 

health education services, AOD detoxification and rehabilitation services, and BBV testing. A DCR 

integrated into a larger health facility could offer some of these services onsite and establish referral 

pathways for others.  

Stakeholders and consumers suggested a wide range of add-on services. Implementation could start 

with the provision of services regularly provided by DCRs internationally and be adjusted according 

to local need and demand. Examples of services which may be included initially are: 

Á Additional harm reduction services (e.g. drug checking) 

Á Primary health care (e.g. BBV and STI testing and treatment initiation) 

Á OAT and other drug treatment (external referral or in-reach clinic) 

Á Social services (e.g. linkage to housing and mental health support) 

Á Practical services (e.g. mail forwarding, telephone and internet use to access Centrelink, MyGov, 

Medicare online, etc.) 

Á Personal care services (e.g. showers, laundry, meals, tea/coffee). 

8.6 When and where will the service be available? 

A DCR needs to be situated in an area which is readily accessible by the target population. An initial 

DCR site should be centrally located and within walking distance of public transport. Additional small 

sites may be added in later stages, situated less centrally, and scaled according to need. Snapshot 

survey clients interviewed in the Civic area for this study indicated the highest level (70%) of intent 

to use a DCR. More than 50% of participants from all locations indicated an intent to use a DCR. A 

central location would also give ready access to nearby health and social support services that the 

DCR may not offer directly. 

A DCR could initially open during normal business hours (e.g. 9am to 5pm) and adapt based on client 

demand after opening. Any extension to opening hours should also consider transport availability for 

the majority of its clients. 

8.7 How much will the service cost? 

A potential budget for a single small DCR, integrated into an existing service is provided in Appendix 

5, based on interviews with stakeholders from existing DCRs. The provided budget (total $632,500) 
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assumes approximately six to eight injecting booths and service delivery during normal business 

hours. In addition, a base hourly rate of $320 has also been generated, which is inclusive of staff on-

costs and a small infrastructure imputation but exclusive of salary loadings that may be required for 

after hours or weekend work.  

As with all service delivery, the greatest cost component comes from staff salaries, including direct 

and on-costs. A more precise assessment of salary costs will depend on the desired staffing profile, 

which in turn is dependent on factors such as opening hours and number of booths. Under the 

current legislation, a nurse would always be required to be onsite. Staffing needs would also be 

influenced by the existing staffing profile of the service hosting the DCR, and how the DCR is 

integrated both physically and operationally.  

Other costs would need to be considered in the context of existing infrastructure (e.g. the availability 

of an existing physical space to host the DCR, or the addition of a new physical space). Some capital 

investment in designing and constructing injecting booths would also be needed, but we have not 

estimated these costs as they are entirely service and site-dependent.  

8.8 Feasibility assessment 

The feasibility of establishing a DCR has been assessed throughout this report. This section 

specifically examines feasibility in the context of a range of specific criteria related to feasibility and 

priority setting. Across all criteria, it appears feasible to implement a DCR in the ACT. 

The proposed model is likely to deliver the intended harm reduction outcomes in the context 

of the size and nature of need identified 

International evidence suggests that a modestly sized DCR will deliver substantial drug harm 

reduction benefits, particularly for the most marginalised people who use drugs (e.g. homeless 

people, Indigenous people, people with mental health issues, young people, pregnant people), who 

appear concentrated in the Civic area. With appropriate site selection, targeting of services and 

service promotion, expected benefits include reductions in overdoses and other injecting-related 

harms, and enhanced consumer engagement, referral and access to complementary services, 

including drug treatment. 

In line with international evidence, initial measures of service success would focus on assessments of 

quality by service users, successful referrals to other services (including those provided onsite) and 

numbers of drug overdoses treated within the facilities. Future evaluations could explore impact on 

community-reported rates of non-fatal overdose, data on fatal overdose, ambulance attendance and 

drug-related hospitalisation, although the expected impact would be modest, given the proposed 

size of the service and targeting to marginalised groups. Evaluation of implementation should be 

undertaken to determine lessons for potential additional sites, should a need be identified. 

The proposed model is likely to be well-utilised by the target population 

Data collected in this study suggest that the target population would use a DCR. Even if restricted to 

injecting only, it is estimated that up to 1038 clients could use the service. Actual demand for and 

use of a DCR would depend on factors including low-threshold access, geographic accessibility 

(including public transport), co-location of other services such as NSP, proximity to drug markets, 

flexibility in eligibility and drug consumption requirements (through allowing non-injecting routes of 

administration) and linkages to ancillary services (e.g. services for homeless people). Finally, peer 
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involvement in service design and delivery will enhance service promotion among clients and 

increase uptake. 

Systems for measuring ongoing utilisation will need to be established alongside performance 

indicators. Mechanisms to allow for scale-up within any selected site (including enhanced service 

hours) should be established at implementation, alongside systems for measuring unmet need in 

other areas of the ACT that can inform future service development.  

The proposed model is likely to be cost-effective  

The proposed model, in which leadership and supervision can be provided by nurses rather than 

medical practitioners, along with substantive involvement of peers in the delivery of the service, is 

expected to cost less than larger-scale DCRs elsewhere in Australia. ¢ƘŜ !/¢Ωǎ ƭƻǿ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŘŜƴǎƛǘȅ 

and geographic spread necessitates a smaller scale and more integrated model. This model could 

feasibly be implemented with some existing staffing within some services, further reducing costs.   

Integrating with existing services may assist with keeping physical infrastructure costs low, but will 

be dependent upon the physical size of facilities and the space available in existing services. 

Opportunity for downstream expansion, following initial monitoring of utilisation, may be possible if 

capacity is too limited. 

The proposed model is likely to be acceptable to the public, professionals, and decision-

makers 

Available data suggest stronger support for DCRs in the ACT than in the rest of Australia. Stakeholder 

support for a DCR was clear. Leveraging site locations already frequented by the target population 

through linkage with existing services means that it should be possible to minimise any concerns 

about so-called honeypot effects and be more acceptable to potential clients.   

The proposed small size of the site may also improve acceptability. This may also mean that, subject 

to initial evaluation and demonstration of positive impact, expansion to other sites with identified 

need may be deemed appropriate and feasible. 

The proposed model is likely to be legally acceptable 

The existence of a specific Act centred on a DCR in the ACT enhances the feasibility of establishment 

and implementation. The proposed model is consistent with provisions in the Act in that it specifies 

nurse supervision, consistŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ !/¢Ωǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǎǳǇŜǊǾƛǎƛƻƴ ōȅ ŀ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊ 

or a nurse. It also specifies co-location within existing services with established service provision and 

referral, consistent with provisions specifying that the facility must contain, or provide satisfactory 

access to, primary health care services (including medical), AOD counselling services, health 

education services, AOD detoxification and rehabilitation services, and BBV testing. 

The Act allows provision for a maximum 0.5g of a substance to be carried and/or consumed onsite 

without potential prosecution. These amounts would need harmonisation with recent changes to 

ACT possession and supply laws. 

However, the proposed model would require changes to the Act to provide for clearer specification 

ƻŦ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƳƻǾŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ǘǊƛŀƭΩ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ 

that DCRs are effective that has emerged since the Act was written. Any future consideration of 

allowing drug consumption via routes other than injecting would also require a review of the Act, 

which currently allows only for injecting.  
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These changes will require political and community support, which evidence suggests is feasible in 

the ACT. Recent ACT drug law changes have attracted Commonwealth interest, but given strong 

community support and the existence of larger services in Sydney and Melbourne, the establishment 

of a DCR is likely to go unchallenged by the Commonwealth.  

The proposed model can be accommodated within administrative and governance 

frameworks 

The Act currently specifies that the Minister makes decisions related to the injecting facility, but 

takes advice from a steering committee. Steering committee membership is dictated by the Act and 

includes representatives from a range of sectors (e.g. academia, peer bodies, health service 

providers, etc.). This is congruent with arrangements recommended by stakeholders, and would 

support the proposed model. Integration of the services with existing organisations which have pre-

existing administrative and governance structures will provide appropriate clinical and community 

oversight of operations and assist with ensuring appropriate levels of community, consumer and 

political support. 

The proposed model is scalable 

The introduction of a small DCR reflects the population size and expected utilisation in the ACT. 

While the initial scale of the model will also be partly influenced by available physical spaces in the 

service site, the recommendation of establishing six, but ensuring space for up to eight, booths will 

allow scale-up if demand exceeds expectations. If this capacity is subsequently exceeded, it may be 

more appropriate to scale up to other geographic locations or to integrate with other services or 

sites around chosen locations. The likelihood of needing to scale down is considered low, if starting 

with a relatively small number of booths. 
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9.0 Conclusions  

Converging lines of evidence in this report demonstrate the feasibility of establishing a DCR in the 

ACT. Primary and secondary data collected on patterns of drug trends and related harms indicate 

that overdose and public drug use are significant public health and amenity issues. Surveys of 

potential consumers across multiple data collections indicated an intention to use a DCR if 

established. Sector stakeholders were strongly in support of the establishment of a DCR, and this 

support is reflected in responses to the NDSHS.  

The relatively small population of the ACT compared to other major Australian cities means we have 

recommended a DCR model in which a small facility be established initially. This model can be 

implemented through linkage to existing harm reduction service frameworks. It can not only provide 

a link to enhanced care but potentially reduce costs compared to other models. It can be expanded 

and/or enhanced if additional need becomes evident. 

The ACT has an enabling policy environment for the establishment of this DCR model. Service 

providers are linked through engagement with relevant peak bodies. There is existing supporting 

legislation for a DCR that would require minimal modification to accommodate the recommended 

model. An advisory framework exists to support implementation through the Advisory Committee 

for this project that could evolve to support the establishment of the DCRs, much like the role of 

supporting Committees evolved in relation to the implementation of THN in the ACT. Indeed, such 

an Advisory Committee is required under the current provisions of the Act. 

Finally, the ACT is well-served by an active illicit drug consumer group that will be able to provide 

support and guidance around service development and implementation, help market the services 

through consumer networks and facilitate uptake and use of the service once established. 
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Appendix 1: Secondary data sources 

Table A1: Data sources for examining drug trends, drug-related harms, health service utilisation, and drug-

related crime and law enforcement 

Data source Publisher/author Source 

year 

Publication 

frequency 

Summary of data 

National Drug Strategy 

Household Survey93 

Australian Institute 

of Health and 

Welfare 

2010, 

2013, 

2016, 

2019 

3-yearly Data on alcohol, tobacco, 

and other drug use in 

Australia among the general 

population 

ACT Illicit Drugs Reporting 

System (IDRS)52 

National Drug and 

Alcohol Research 

Centre 

2010 - 

2019 

Annual A survey about drug use 

trends among people who 

inject drugs. The 2019 ACT 

sample included 100 people, 

mostly men with a median 

age of 44. 

Australian NSP survey: 25-

year National Data Report 

1995-201953 

Heard S, Iversen J, 

Kwon JA and 

Maher L 

2020 Special 

Report 

Collects data on 

demographics, drug use, 

health, and health service 

utilisation data from NSP 

service users on a snapshot 

day each year. 

!ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ !ƴƴǳŀƭ hǾŜǊŘƻǎŜ 

Report94 

Penington Institute 2019 Annual Describes overdose trends in 

Australia using data sourced 

from the Australian Bureau 

of Statistics. 

ACT Policing Annual Report63 Australian Federal 

Police 

2019 Annual Reports on response to crime 

by ACT Police 

Alcohol and other Drug 

Treatment Services in 

Australia66 

Australian Institute 

of Health and 

Welfare 

2018-

19 

Annual Data on alcohol and other 

drug treatment services 

National Opioid 

Pharmacotherapy Statistics 

Annual Data collection67 

Australian Institute 

of Health and 

Welfare 

2019 Annual Snapshot data from 

pharmacotherapy clients, 

prescriptions, and dosing 

points 

{ŜǊǾƛŎŜ ¦ǎŜǊǎΩ {ŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƛƻƴ 

and Outcomes Survey68 

Alcohol Tobacco & 

Other Drug 

Association ACT 

2020 3-yearly A single day census of service 

users accessing ACT specialist 

AOD services covering 

satisfaction and outcomes of 

clients from both residential 

and non-residential services. 
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Appendix 2: The ACT context ς detailed findings 

Drug use trends: prevalence of alcohol and other drug use 

Findings from the 2019 National Drug Strategy Household Survey show that overall, around one-

seventh (15%) of the ACT population reported use of any illicit drug in the past year, with prevalence 

of use being 14% among men and 15% among women. The most common age groups for any illicit 

drug use are 18-24 (37%), 25-29 (26%) and 30-39 (13%). The prevalence of illicit drug use in the ACT 

overall is slightly lower than in other Australian jurisdictions. Cannabis is the most frequently used 

illicit drug (~10%) with use of heroin (<0.3%), cocaine (2-5%), methamphetamine (1-2%) or ecstasy 

(2-4%) reported by less than 5% of the population. These figures have remained largely stable over 

the past decade. The survey also found that 56% of ACT respondents supported supervised drug 

consumption facilities/rooms to reduce harms associated with injecting, the highest of any state or 

territory (47% Australia-wide). 44  

In 2019, the proportion of self-reported use of any category of substance listed in Table A2 was 

similar to those reported in previous years - with the exception of cocaine which has increased and 

methamphetamine which has decreased. The proportion of drug use was also similar between the 

ACT and Australia relative to population size. 

Table A2: Recent (12 months) illicit drug use in the ACT and Australia among persons aged 14 and over, 2010-

19 

 
ACT Australian 

Drug type 
2010 

(%) 

2013 

(%) 

2016 

(%) 

2019 

(%) 

2010 

(%) 

2013 

(%) 

2016 

(%) 

2019 

(%) 

Cannabis 9.5 10.1 8.4 10.5 10.3 10.2 10.4 11.6 

Ecstasy 2.3 2.9 2.2 2.3 3 2.5 2.2 3 

Methamphetamine 1.2 2.2 1.1 0.3 2.1 2.1 1.4 1.3 

Heroin **0.3 **0.3 - - 0.2 0.1 0.2 - 

Pain killers* 3.1 3.2 - - 3.3 3.5 - - 

Cocaine 1.8 2.8 1.9 3.5 2.1 2.1 2.5 4.2 

Hallucinogens 1.5 1.7 1.2 - 1.4 1.3 1 - 

Any illicit drug 13.9 15.3 12.9 14.6 14.7 15 15.6 16.4 

*For non-medical purposes, includes over the counter drugs; **High sampling error; - Not reported 

Source: Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. National Drug Strategy Household Survey 2019: detailed findings. AIHW 

2020 

Among IDRS participants, the most used substances were tobacco (77%), opioids (54%), cannabis 

(51%), stimulants (33%), and alcohol (29%).52 The Australian NSP {ǳǊǾŜȅΩǎ нр ȅŜŀǊ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 5ŀǘŀ 

Report showed that among participating ACT NSP attendees in 2019 (n=128), the most common 

drugs last injected were heroin (46%) and methamphetamine (45%), an increase from 2010 (heroin 
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29%; methamphetamine 27%) when the prevalence of recent injecting methadone (16%) and 

buprenorphine (10%) was more common.53    

Heroin 

Most people who inject drugs who participated in the 2019 ACT IDRS were frequent users of heroin: 

around three quarters of those reporting recent use (past 6 months) reported at least weekly use, 

and 40% reported daily use. Recent heroin use prevalence decreased from a peak of 92% of IDRS 

participants in 2000 to 77% in 2019. All participants who reported heroin use reported injecting the 

drug.52 

Figure A1: Recent heroin use, ACT IDRS, 2010-19 

 

Source: Uporova J, and Peacock A. Australian Capital Territory Drug Trends 2019: Key findings 

from the Illicit Drug Reporting System (IDRS) Interviews. 2019. National Drug and Alcohol 

Research Centre, UNSW Sydney. 

Methamphetamine 

Results from the 2019 NDSHS showed a decrease in the prevalence of methamphetamine use in the 

ACT overall in the past decade.51, 55 However, among ACT IDRS participants, both the percentage of 

the sample indicating past-six-month methamphetamine use and frequency of use have steadily 

increased over the past decade.52 Two thirds of those reporting recent use reported at least weekly 

use and one-fifth reported at least daily use. Methamphetamine was injected by 97% and smoked by 

36% of those who reported recent use of the drug.52 
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Figure A2: Recent methamphetamine use, ACT IDRS, 2010-19 

 

Source: Uporova J, and Peacock A. Australian Capital Territory Drug Trends 2019: Key findings 

from the Illicit Drug Reporting System (IDRS) Interviews. 2019. National Drug and Alcohol 

Research Centre, UNSW Sydney. 

The percentage of ACT IDRS respondents who reported weekly or daily methamphetamine use was 

68% and 18% respectively, with the most common form consumed being crystal methamphetamine 

(77%). Crystal methamphetamine was injected by 97% and smoked by 36% of those reporting recent 

use, with the median amount consumed on a typical day being .20 grams (IQR 0.10-0.30). The 

median price for one gram of crystal methamphetamine in the ACT was $325 (IQR 213-388). One-

ǘƘƛǊŘ ƻŦ ŜƭƛƎƛōƭŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŎǊȅǎǘŀƭ ƳŜǘƘŀƳǇƘŜǘŀƳƛƴŜ ǇǳǊƛǘȅ ŀǎ ΨƘƛƎƘΩ όор҈ύ ƻǊ ΨƳŜŘƛǳƳΩ 

όнф҈ύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ΨǾŜǊȅ ŜŀǎȅΩ όсм҈ύ ǘƻ ƻōǘŀƛƴΦ52  

Cocaine 

National Drug Strategy Household Surveys suggest that recent cocaine in the past 10 years in the ACT 

has risen (1.8% in 2010; 2.8% in 2013; 1.9% in 2016; 3.5% in 2019).54 Among participants in the IDRS, 

the percentage reporting recent cocaine use has more than doubled over the past decade, from 6% 

in 2010 to 15% in 2019, with a few fluctuations in that time (Figure A3). However, the median 

frequency of use has not changed remarkably, fluctuating from 2ς8 days. The most common route of 

cocaine administration was injecting (73%) followed by snorting (40%). In 2019 the median amount 

of cocaine consumed on a typical day was .20 grams (IQR 0.10-0.50). 
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Figure A3: Recent cocaine use, ACT IDRS, 2010-19 

 

Source: Uporova J, and Peacock A. Australian Capital Territory Drug Trends 2019: Key findings 

from the Illicit Drug Reporting System (IDRS) Interviews. 2019. National Drug and Alcohol 

Research Centre, UNSW Sydney. 

Pharmaceuticals  

The 2019 National Drug Household survey found that the recent use of any pharmaceutical 

(excluding over the counter) in the ACT has remained somewhat stable over the last 6-7 years (3.1% 

in 2013; 4.6% in 2016; 3.4% in 2019).44  

Pharmaceutical opioids 

IDRS monitoring has found that since 2010, both prescribed and illicit (diverted) use of methadone 

decreased from 2010-2015 and has since stabilised at 45% and 15% in 2019 respectively (Figure A4). 

Of concern for increased overdose risk, the 2019 ACT IDRS also reported that around a quarter of 

those reporting recent methadone use reported injecting (liquid and tablets) on a median of nine 

days in the past six months.  
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Figure A4: Recent methadone use, ACT IDRS 2010-19 

 

Source: Uporova J, and Peacock A. Australian Capital Territory Drug Trends 2019: Key findings 

from the Illicit Drug Reporting System (IDRS) Interviews. 2019. National Drug and Alcohol 

Research Centre, UNSW Sydney. 

Table A3: Recent buprenorphine use, ACT IDRS, 2010-19 

Year Any recent use (%) Median frequency of use (days) Non-prescribed recent use (%) 

2010 35 178 27 

2011 28 90 21 

2012 28 81 20 

2013 19 90 16 

2014 17 9 12 

2015 16 25 11 

2016 9 3 8 

2017 16 19 14 

2018 9 2 9 

2019 6 14 . 

Source: Uporova J, and Peacock A. Australian Capital Territory Drug Trends 2019: Key findings from the Illicit Drug 

Reporting System (IDRS) Interviews. 2019. National Drug and Alcohol Research Centre, UNSW Sydney. 

Most IDRS participants who reported recent buprenorphine use reported non-prescribed use; the 

percentage of non-prescribed use decreased from 35% in 2010 to 6% in 2019, which reflects reduced 

availability since the introduction of buprenorphine-naloxone. Five out of six participants reporting 

illicit use of buprenorphine injected it, and the median frequency of use was approximately 

fortnightly. The prevalence of illicit use of buprenorphine-naloxone was higher at 14% in 2019, with a 

median of monthly use, and half of those injected it.52 
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Reports of non-prescribed morphine consumption by ACT IDRS participants have more than halved 

over the past decade (from 43% in 2010 to 15% in 2019), which may reflect changes in prescribing 

practices (Table A4). Most of those who reported morphine use in 2019 reported injecting morphine 

(93%). 

Table A4: Recent morphine use, ACT IDRS, 2010-19 

Year Any recent use (%) Median frequency of use (days) Non-prescribed recent use (%) 

2010 43 4 36 

2011 34 5 30 

2012 36 7 30 

2013 29 10 23 

2014 17 20 12 

2015 24 4 20 

2016 16 6 12 

2017 27 6 21 

2018 17 3 10 

2019 15 5 11 

Source: Uporova J, and Peacock A. Australian Capital Territory Drug Trends 2019: Key findings from the Illicit Drug Reporting 

System (IDRS) Interviews. 2019. National Drug and Alcohol Research Centre, UNSW Sydney. 

Reports of recent oxycodone use by ACT IDRS participants remained relatively stable at 14ς17% over 

the past 10 years, apart from a spike in 2011ς14 when consumption peaked at 35% (Table A5); it was 

17% in 2019. Forty-four per cent of those reporting recent oxycodone use in 2019 reported injecting 

the drug.  

Table A5: Recent oxycodone use, ACT IDRS, 2010-19 

Year Any recent use (%) Non-prescribed recent use (%) Median frequency of use (days) 

2010 14 13 3 

2011 25 23 4 

2012 35 34 3 

2013 20 17 10 

2014 21 16 6 

2015 17 15 2 

2016 14 12 1 

2017 14 9 5 

2018 15 10 30 

2019 17 14 3 

Source: Uporova J, and Peacock A. Australian Capital Territory Drug Trends 2019: Key findings from the Illicit Drug Reporting 

System (IDRS) Interviews. 2019. National Drug and Alcohol Research Centre, UNSW Sydney. 
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Australian Capital Territory IDRS participants are less likely to report recent fentanyl use than use of 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇǊŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻǇƛƻƛŘǎΣ ōǳǘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ Ψŀƴȅ ŦŜƴǘŀƴȅƭ ǳǎŜΩ ŘƻǳōƭŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ у҈ ǘƻ мп҈ ƻǾŜǊ нлмуς19, 

with 79% of those reporting recent use reporting injecting the drug.52 

Table A6: Recent fentanyl use, ACT IDRS, 2010-19 

Year Any recent use (%) Median frequency of use (days) Non-prescribed recent use (%) 

2013 . 5 11 

2014 . 5 7 

2015 . 4 10 

2016 . . . 

2017 . 4 8 

2018 8 5 6 

2019 14 3 10 

Source: Uporova J, and Peacock A. Australian Capital Territory Drug Trends 2019: Key findings from the Illicit Drug Reporting 

System (IDRS) Interviews. 2019. National Drug and Alcohol Research Centre, UNSW Sydney. 

In 2019, 19% of the ACT IDRS sample reported any codeine use in the past six months on a median of 

seven days in that period (IQR 4-21).52 

Non-prescribed pharmaceuticals 

Benzodiazepines  

In 2019, 26% of ACT IDRS participants reported recent benzodiazepine use (6% non-prescribed 

alprazolam and 22% non-prescribed benzodiazepines) (Figure A5). Alprazolam was reportedly used 

on a median of seven days (IQR 3-олύ ŀƴŘ ΨƻǘƘŜǊ ōŜƴȊƻŘƛŀȊŜǇƛƴŜǎΩ ǿŜǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ƳŜŘƛŀƴ ƻŦ ǘƘǊŜŜ 

days (IQR 2-45) in the past six months. 

Figure A5: Recent benzodiazepine use, ACT IDRS, 2010-19 

  

Source: Uporova J, and Peacock A. Australian Capital Territory Drug Trends 2019: Key findings from 

the Illicit Drug Reporting System (IDRS) Interviews. 2019. National Drug and Alcohol Research Centre, 

UNSW Sydney. 
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Pregabalin 

Ten percent of the ACT IDRS sample reported non-prescribed pregabalin use, for a median of 3 days 

in the previous month (IQR 1-9). No participants reported injecting pregabalin.52  

Alcohol 

Eighty-one per cent of participants in the NDSHS reported any alcohol use (daily, weekly, monthly or 

less than monthly). Daily consumption of alcohol was uncommon at 4.4% (5.4% in 2010; 6.6% in 

2013; 3.7% in 2016). Fourteen per cent were categorised as having a lifetime risk of harm from 

alcohol, with males (20%) being at three times greater risk of harm than females (9%).93 

Recent use of alcohol has historically been reported by 54ς75% of IDRS participants. In 2019, this 

figure was 62%. The median frequency of use was equivalent to twice weekly (48 days; IQR 12ς100), 

with 21% reporting daily use, a considerably higher proportion than among the general population.  

Figure A6: Recent alcohol use, ACT IDRS, 2010-19 

 

Source: Uporova J, and Peacock A. Australian Capital Territory Drug Trends 2019: Key findings from 

the Illicit Drug Reporting System (IDRS) Interviews. 2019. National Drug and Alcohol Research Centre, 

UNSW Sydney. 

Cannabis 

Data from the NDSHS indicate that over the last decade, reports of recent (past year) cannabis use 

among the general population has remained stable in the ACT (9.5% in 2010; 10.1% in 2013; 8.4% in 

2016; 10.5% in 2019).44 

Eighty per cent of IDRS participants between 2010 and 2019 reported recent use of cannabis. Of 

these, 90% reported at least weekly use and over half reported daily use. All participants reported 

smoking as their primary route of administration and one-tenth reported vaping and/or ingesting.52 
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Figure A7: Recent cannabis use, ACT IDRS, 2010-19 

 

Source: Uporova J, and Peacock A. Australian Capital Territory Drug Trends 2019: Key findings from 

the Illicit Drug Reporting System (IDRS) Interviews. 2019. National Drug and Alcohol Research 

Centre, UNSW Sydney. 

Polydrug use 

Almost all of the 2019 IDRS participants reported using one or more drugs on the day before the 

interview (99%).52 

aŎYŜǘƛƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎΩ нлмт ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ муо ǊŜŎŜƴǘ όǇŀǎǘ ƳƻƴǘƘύ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ǳǎŜ ƳŜǘƘŀƳǇƘŜǘŀƳƛƴŜ 

in the ACT found that half had also used heroin (48%) or other opioids (50%) in the past month, with 

cannabis (80%) and alcohol use (62%) also being prevalent in the same time period.55  
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Drug-related harms and health 

Non-fatal and fatal overdose 

In 2019, one-fifth (19%) of IDRS participants reported having overdosed in the previous 12 months, 

which was relatively consistent with recent years. Of those who reported a recent overdose, the 

median number of overdoses in the previous 12 months was two and the most commonly cited drug 

involved in participant's overdoses was heroin (14%). Of those who reported a heroin overdose, 43% 

received naloxone and 43% were attended by an ambulance.52 The prevalence of self-reported 

overdoses in the 2019 ACT IDRS was similar to that in the national sample, with 21% reporting an 

overdose in the previous 12 months on a median of two occasions. Nationally, among people who 

reported a recent heroin overdose, 47% received naloxone, 47% were attended to by an ambulance 

and 28% were admitted to an emergency department.56 

Figure A8: Non-fatal overdoses in the past 12 months, ACT IRS, 2010-19 

  

Source: Uporova J, and Peacock A. Australian Capital Territory Drug Trends 2019: Key findings from 

the Illicit Drug Reporting System (IDRS) Interviews. 2019. National Drug and Alcohol Research 

Centre, UNSW Sydney. 

!ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ ŀƴƴǳŀƭ hǾŜǊŘƻǎe Report 2019 shows that in 2017 (the most recent year with data 

available), 28 people in the ACT died from unintentional drug-induced causes, an increase of 40% 

since 2010 (Figure A5).94 
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Figure A5: Unintentional drug-induced deaths, ACT, 2010-17 

 

Source: Penington Institute. Australia's Annual Overdose Report 2019. 2019. Penington Institute. 

Data compiled by the National Drug and Alcohol Research Centre also confirms that annual deaths 

relating to drug overdoses have increased, from 19 reported deaths in 2010 to 34 in 2018 (Figure 

A6).57 

Figure A6: Drug induced deaths in the ACT, 2010-2018 

 

Source: National Drug and Alcohol Research Centre. Drug-induced deaths by jurisdiction, intent, age, and 

sex. 2020. University of New South Wales. 
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Blood-borne viruses 

People who inject drugs are at a high risk of BBV infection including hepatitis C virus, hepatitis B 

virus, and HIV58 that leads to excess morbidity and mortality. According to surveillance data collated 

from multiple sources, an estimated 2533 people in the ACT were living with hepatitis C in 2017 

(range 1549ς2602; 1% of national prevalence).59 New hepatitis C infections in the ACT have been 

steadily decreasing, with 126 recorded in 2019 ς the lowest in the past 10 years. Current evidence 

suggests that around 4% of people who inject drugs in Australia are living with hepatitis B virus. 

During 2008ς17 there were 928 new hepatitis B infections in the ACT.59 In Australia, 3% of new HIV 

infections are attributed to injecting drug use; in the 10 years between 2008 and 2-17 there were 

138 new HIV diagnoses in the ACT.59  

Figure A7: Unspecified or newly acquired hepatitis C infections, ACT 2010-20 

 

Source: Australian Government Department of Health. National Notifiable Diseases Surveillance System. 

2020.95 

!ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ b{t {ǳǊǾŜȅ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƳƻƴƎ мну b{t ŀǘǘŜƴŘŜŜǎ ƛƴ нлмфΣ ƭƛŦŜǘƛƳŜ ǘŜǎǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ 

HIV (88%) and hepatitis C (91%) was high, with 34% and 28% receiving a test within the last year 

respectively. In that same year, 50 people self-reported a hepatitis C diagnosis, 33 (66%) of whom 

also reported receiving antiviral treatment currently or in the past.53 

Injecting behaviours and harms 

In the 2019 ACT IDRS, 11% of participants reported distributive sharing of needles/syringes and 8% 

reported receptive sharing in the last month. The prevalence of people sharing other injecting 

equipment has been stable over the last decade, although a significant drop was observed between 

2018 (27%) and 2019 (8%). Sharing other injecting equipment was reported by 6% (e.g. spoons, 

tourniquet, water, and filters; 27% in 2018) and reusing own syringes was reported by 44% of the 

ǎŀƳǇƭŜΦ bŜŀǊƭȅ ƘŀƭŦ όпу҈ύ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨŘƛǊǘȅ ƘƛǘΩ όнп҈ύΣ ƴŜǊǾŜ ŘŀƳŀƎŜ όнл҈ύ ŀƴŘ 

injection into an artery (15%). A third of the 2019 ACT IDRS sample reported having injected 

someone else after they injected themselves (in the past month), and a fifth reported that they were 

injected by another person who had previously injected themselves.52 
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The 2020 Australian NSP survey 25-year National Data Report shows tƘŀǘ ǊŜǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜΩǎ 

needle and syringe in the last month was reported by 14% of participants, and reuse of equipment 

(spoons, water, filter, or drug mix) after someone else in the last month was reported by 49%, with 

both proportions consistent since 2010.53 

Ambulance attendances and hospital separations 

Data obtained from Ambulance ACT shows the number of calls in which paramedics indicate that a 

substance is involved in their secondary assessment, final diagnosis or case nature, or the patient 

received naloxone. These may include cases in which the reason for calling was unrelated to the 

ƻǇƛƻƛŘ ƻǊ ƘŜǊƻƛƴ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴΦ ΨhǘƘŜǊΩ ŘǊǳƎ-related cases refer to any drug (other than 

opioids/heroin or alcohol) including prescription medications. In 2019, paramedics responded to 643 

ΨƻǘƘŜǊΩ ŘǊǳƎ-related cases (150.4 per 100,000 people; 673 in 2018) and 219 heroin/opioid related 

cases (50.6 per 100,000 people; 214 in 2018). 

The most common time of day for opioid and heroin overdoses are between 10am-3pm and 8pm-

10pm (Figure A8). For ΨƻǘƘŜǊ ŘǊǳƎǎΩ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƴ ǳǇǿŀǊŘǎ ǘǊŜƴŘ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ млŀƳ ǘƻ ŀ ǇŜŀƪ 

of callouts around 8pm (Figure A9). Regarding days of the week, opioid and heroin overdoses are 

stable throughout the week and decrease over the weekend (Figure A10). There is a slight variation 

ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ΨƻǘƘŜǊ ŘǊǳƎǎΩ ƻǾŜǊŘƻǎŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ƻŎŎǳǊǊƛƴƎ ƻƴ ²ŜŘƴŜǎŘŀȅǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŜŜƪŜƴŘǎ 

(Figure A11).  

 

Figure A8: Opioid and heroin related ambulance callouts by time of day 

 
Source: Ambulance ACT, 2020, private communication 
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Figure A9Υ ΨhǘƘŜǊΩ ŘǊǳƎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ŀƳōǳƭŀƴŎŜ Ŏŀƭƭƻǳǘǎ ōȅ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ Řŀȅ 

 
Source: Ambulance ACT, 2020, private communication 

 

Figure A10: Opioid and heroin related ambulance callouts by day of week 

 

Source: Ambulance ACT, 2020, private communication 
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Figure A11: 'Other' drug related ambulance callouts by day of week 

 

Source: Ambulance ACT, 2020, private communication 

 

Analyses by NDARC found that 910 drug-related hospital separations occurred in 2017-18 in the ACT. 

This equates to 216 drug-related hospitalisations per 100,000 people - an increase from the rate of 

121 per 100,000 people observed in 2010.60 Most of these separations were attributed to the use of 

amphetamine-type substances, opioids, and prescription medications (Figure A12). 

Figure A12: Drug-related hospitalisations by substance, ACT, 2010-2018 

 

Source: National Drug and Alcohol Research Centre. Drug-related Hospital Separations. University of New South Wales, 

2020.  
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Regarding emergency responses, a paper reporting on the National Ambulance Surveillance System, 

which found that out of 42,098 ambulance attendances in the ACT in the 2016-17 financial year, 

1,130 were AOD-related (2.7%).97  

Health service utilisation and coverage 

Drug treatment 

Consistent with previous years, half of the 2019 ACT IDRS sample reported that they were currently 

receiving treatment for substance use, mostly methadone maintenance (30%). Eight per cent 

reported receiving treatment for methamphetamine use.52 Contrasting with data from our consumer 

ǎǳǊǾŜȅΣ мт҈ ƻŦ !/¢ L5w{ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ƛƴ нлмф ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ŘǊǳƎ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ΨǎƳŀƭƭ 

ƴǳƳōŜǊǎΩ ǳƴǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭƭȅ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘΦ52 Nationally, 17% (n=156) of IDRS respondents 

had not accessed drug treatment in the past six months despite thinking they needed it, with 33% of 

these people reporting that they had tried to access treatment but were unable to.56 

The National Alcohol and other Drug Treatment Minimum Dataset report showed that in 2018ς19 

ACT AOD services provided 6,700 treatment episodes to 4,026 clients. Most clients were male (61%) 

aged 20ς29 (24%), 30ς39 (29%), or 40ς49 (23%). Alcohol was most frequently nominated as the drug 

for which people accessed treatment (43%), followed by amphetamines (23%), cannabis (13%) and 

heroin (11%). Drug treatment episodes overall have increased significantly in the ACT over the last 

decade, with the increase greatest for episodes for which amphetamines are nominated as the 

primary drug (Table A7). Types of primary treatment offered were information and education (29%), 

counselling (28%), support and case management (14%), assessment (14%), withdrawal 

management (8%), rehabilitation (6%) and pharmacotherapy (1%).74 While these data reflect current 

capacity and usage, they do not reflect the need for AOD services in the ACT. The report is also 

incomplete in that Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander services, government services, NSPs and 

the Canberra Sobering Up Shelter are not included (Sobering Up Shelter data were requested by 

authors of this report but were not available at time of report completion). 
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Table A7: Total closed treatment episodes, also by heroin and methamphetamine, ACT, 2009-19 

Year Total episodes 

(all substances) 

Heroin Methamphetamine 

2009-10 3585 484 213 

2010-11 3156 487 198 

2011-12 4080 608 409 

2012-13 4416 696 496 

2013-14 

2014-15 

2015-16 

2016-17 

2017-18 

2018-19 

4652 

5222 

5914 

6389 

6931 

6700 

510 

451 

522 

502 

575 

689 

677 

907 

1392 

1572 

1626 

1479 

Source: Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. Alcohol and Other Drug Treatment Services in 
Australia 2018-19. 2020  

Data from the 2019 National Opioid Pharmacotherapy Statistics Annual Data Collection report 

indicates that the number of people in the ACT receiving pharmacotherapy drug treatment increased 

from 811 in 2010 to 1,014 in 2018 (Figure A13). Among those being treated in 2018, 65% were male, 

77% received methadone, 1% received buprenorphine and 22% received buprenorphine-naloxone. 

Pharmacotherapy was most often dispensed in the ACT through pharmacies (73%), public clinics 

(15%) and correctional facilities (12%).67 

Figure A13: Clients receiving pharmacotherapy on a snapshot day, ACT, 2010-18 

 

Source: Australian institute of Health and Welfare. National Opioid Pharmacotherapy Statistics 

Annual Data collection 2019. 2020 
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Needle and Syringe programs 

Needle and syringe programs are easily accessible in the ACT. In 2019, there were two primary NSP 

services, nine secondary NSPs, 31 pharmacy NSP outlets and six syringe dispensing machines. The 

2019 NSP National Minimum Data Collection Report states that in the ACT in 2018ς19 824,076 

syringes were distributed by non-government organisations (NGOs) and the public sector (93% of all 

distributions); the remaining were distributed by pharmacies.53  

The Australian NSP survey: 25-year National Data Report 1995-2019 reported on data collected on a 

snapshot day in 2019 from 128 participants. The median age of service users was 42 (range 18-66), 

with the proportion of older service-users increasing over the years (Figure A14). The majority of 

respondents were male (67%) and 16% identified as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander or both. 

Regarding drugs most recently injected, 46% reported using heroin and 45% reported using 

methamphetamine; Figure A15 below shows a gradual increasing trend in the prevalence of these 

substances in the last decade.53 

Figure A14: ACT proportion of younger and older NSP survey participants (%) by survey year 

 

Source: Australian NSP survey: Prevalence of HIV, HCV and injecting and sexual behaviour among NSP 

attendees, 25-year National Data Report 1995-2019. 2020 
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Figure A15: ACT proportion of NSP survey participants (%) reporting last injecting heroin and 

methamphetamine 

 

Source: Australian NSP survey: Prevalence of HIV, HCV and injecting and sexual behaviour among NSP attendees, 25-year 

National Data Report 1995-2019. 2020 

Drug-related crime and law enforcement 

Drug-related arrests 

The Australian Crime Commission provides an annual report on drug-related arrests. The 2019 report 

found that during 2017-му ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !/¢Σ слф ŘǊǳƎ ΨŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ уу ŘǊǳƎ ΨǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎΩ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǊǊŜǎǘŜŘΣ a 

total of 697 offenders. Over the past decade, there has been an increase in consumer arrests in the 

ACT with 2018-мф ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŘƻǳōƭŜ ǘƘŜ омн ΨŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊΩ ƻŦŦŜƴŎŜǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ƛƴ нллф-10 

(Figure A16).62 

Figure A16: Police proceedings against illicit drug consumers, ACT, 2009-18 

 

Source: Australian Crime Intelligence Commission. Illicit Drug Data Report 2017-18. 2019
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Prior to the Drugs of Dependence (Personal Cannabis Use) Amendment Act 2019, most drug-related 

offences in the ACT were related to cannabis and Simple Cannabis Offense Notices (SCON) (52%), 

followed by amphetamine-type stimulants (25%) and cocaine (14%) (Table A8)63. Most drug offences 

in the ACT involve possession or use of offences (82% in 2018-19) (Table A9). 

Table A8: Drug arrests for consumers and providers, ACT, 2017-18 

Drug Consumers Providers Total 

Amphetamines 157 31 188 

Cannabis Arrests 295 43 338 

Cannabis SCONS 52 0 52 

Heroin  22 4 26 

Cocaine 98 6 104 

Hallucinogens 12 1 13 

Steroids 4 0 4 

Other Drugs 21 3 24 

Total 661 88 749 

Source: Australian Crime Intelligence Commission. Illicit Drug Data Report 2017-18. 2019. 

Table A9: Drug offences by type, ACT, 2014-19 

Offence type 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 

Possess and use drugs 550 541 638 784 507 

Deal and supply drugs 69 90 71 109 68 

Manufacturer drugs 41 21 18 16 15 

Other drugs offences 25 30 23 44 32 

Total drug offences 685 682 750 953 622 

Source: Australian Federal Police. ACT Policing Annual Report 2018-19. 2019. Commonwealth of Australia. Canberra. 

A 2017 study of 181 people who used methamphetamine found that around half (56%) had been 

involved in the prison system and 28% had been arrested in the past year (most often related to 

methamphetamine possession/supply, theft, assault, damage to property, or public order 

offences).55  

People placed in custody owing to intoxication 

In 2018-19, ACT police lodged 874 persons into protective custody at the ACT Watch House (utilised 

for intoxicated persons when no other options for care or protection are available) for antisocial 

behaviour relating to drug and alcohol intoxication.63 

In 2019, one-third (32%) of IDRS participants reported that they had been arrested in the last year 

(30% in 2018; 22% in 2010) and 27% stated that they engaged in drug dealing (this figure has 

fluctuated between 2010-19 from 13-33%).52  
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Appendix 3: Interview Schedules 

Consumer Survey Schedule 
Section A 

Administration 

Interview Date 

__________________________________ 

Interviewer Initials 

__________________________________ 

Interviewer: We are going to start by asking you a few questions about yourself and your 

circumstances at the moment. 

A1. What is your age? 

A2a. What is your residential postcode? 

Drop down/searchable list of postcodes 

A2b. What suburb do you live in? 

A3. What is your gender?  

Female 

Male 

Transgender 

Intersex 

Agender/Gender non specific 

Other 

Don't Know 

Refuse to answer 

Not applicable 

A3a. Specify 'other' gender 

__________________________________ 

A4. Which gender identity best describes you?  

Male 

Female 

Non binary/gender fluid 

Different gender identity (please specify) 
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Don't Know 

Refuse to answer 

Not applicable 

A4a. Specify 'other' gender 

__________________________________ 

A5. What is your sexual orientation?  

Heterosexual 

Gay 

Lesbian 

Bisexual 

Queer 

Other 

Don't Know 

Refuse to answer 

Not applicable 

A5a. Specify 'other' sexual orientation 

__________________________________ 

A6. What is the highest level of education that you have completed?  

None  

Primary School 

Year 7-9 

Year 10-11 

Year 12/Completed secondary school 

Tertiary 

Diploma/associate diploma/advanced diploma 

Trade/technical qualification or TAFE qualification at certificate level 

Other 

Don't Know 

Refuse to answer 

Not applicable 

A6a. Enter 'other' education? 
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__________________________________ 

A7. How are you employed at the moment?  

(Choose one) 

Not employed 

Full time 

Part time/casual 

Full time student 

Home duties 

Student/employed 

Other 

Don't know 

Refuse to answer 

Not applicable 

A7a. Enter 'other' employment status 

__________________________________ 

A7b. Has your employment status changed as a result of COVID-19 restrictions or changes in COVID-

19 restrictions?  

No 

Yes, lost my job 

Yes, got a new job 

Yes, other (specify) 

Don't know 

Refused to answer 

Not applicable 

A8. What was your main source of income in the last month? 

(Choose one) 

Wage or salary  

Government pension/allowance or benefit 

Criminal activity 

Child support 

Sex work 
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Parents 

Other 

Don't know 

Refuse to answer 

Not applicable 

A8a. Enter 'other' main source of income 

__________________________________ 

A9. How much did you earn (money in the pocket) in total in the past fortnight? (Including  

Centrelink payments etc., wages, jobkeeper)  

__________________________________ 

(9997 = Don't know, 9998 = Refused, 9999 = Not applicable) 

A11. Which of the following best represents your average weekly income during the past 6 months 

from all sources (before tax, including illicit)? 

(Choose one) 

$2500 + 

$2,000-$2499 

$1,600-$1,999 

$1,300-$1,599 

$1,000-$1,299 

$800-$999 

$600-$799 

$400-$599 

$250-$399 

$150-$249 

$1-$149 

Nil income 

Don't Know 

Refused to answer 

Not applicable 

A12. Who do you currently live with?  

(Choose one) 

Spouse/partner 
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Alone with children 

Spouse/partner and child/children 

Parent(s) 

Friend(s) 

Other relative(s) 

Housemate(s) 

Alone 

Other 

Don't Know 

Refuse to answer 

Not Applicable 

A12b. Enter "other" person live with 

__________________________________ 

A13. What type of accommodation do you currently live in?  

(Choose one) 

Owner occupied 

Rental property (private) 

Rental property (public) 

Boarding (e.g. paying rent for accom with 

family/friends) 

Boarding house 

Supported accommodation (crisis/medium term) 

Squat 

Homeless/street 

Rent free (e.g. with family/friends) 

Couch surfing 

Community housing 

Other 

Don't Know 

Refuse to answer 

Not applicable 
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A13a. Enter 'other' type of accommodation 

__________________________________ 

A14. Is your current accommodation stable or unstable?  

Stable  

Unstable 

Don't Know 

Refuse to answer 

Not applicable 

A15a. Have you moved as a result of COVID-19 restrictions or changes in COVID-19 restrictions?  

No 

Yes, moved to be with family/partner 

Yes, moved to be away from vulnerable house members 

Yes, to self-isolate 

¸ŜǎΣ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŀŦŦƻǊŘ ǊŜƴǘκǊŜǇŀȅƳŜƴǘǎ 

Yes, other, please specify 

A16. Are you of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander origin?  

(Choose one) 

No 

Yes, Aboriginal 

Yes, Torres Strait Islander 

Yes, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Don't know 

Refused to answer 

Not applicable 
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Section B  

B0. Have you injected any drug in the past six months?  

No 

Yes 

Don't Know 

Refuse to answer 

If B0=1, Section B: Supervised Injecting Facility (for participants who have injected in past six 

months) 

Interviewer: In this section of the survey, we are going to ask some specific questions about 

supervised injecting facilities and drug consumption rooms. First, we need to understand if you 

predominantly use drugs through injecting or other modes of administration (e.g. snorting), so that 

we can tailor our questions to your situation: 

B1. Have you heard of medically supervised injecting rooms, like the ones in Melbourne and Sydney?  

No 

Yes 

Don't Know 

Refuse to answer 

B2. Have you ever used a medically supervised injecting room?  

No 

Yes 

Don't Know 

Refuse to answer 

B3. Where was that?  

Sydney 

Melbourne 

Other 

5ƻƴΩǘ Yƴƻǿ 

Refuse to answer 

B4. Why did you use it?  

Being away from police 

Concerned about overdose risk 

Concerned about using alone 
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Need help and advice about injecting 

Concerned about threat of violence/standover 

Curious 

Other 

Don't know 

Refused 

Not applicable 

B4a. Specify other reason 

__________________________________________ 

If B2=No 

B5. Do you think you would use a supervised injecting facility if one were available in the ACT?  

No 

Yes 

Don't Know 

Refuse to answer 

If B5= yes 

B6. Why do you think you would use it?  

Being away from police 

Concerned about overdose risk 

Concerned about using alone 

Need help and advice about injecting 

Concerned about threat of violence/standover 

Curious 

Other 

Don't know 

Refused 

Not applicable 

B6a. Specify other reason 

__________________________________________ 

If B5=No 

B7. Why do you think you would not use it?  
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Already have a safe place to inject 

Prefer to inject at home 

Depends on where it would be located 

Heard that you have to wait too long to inject 

Need help injecting 

²ƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǊŜƎƛǎǘŜǊ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǎƛǘŜ 

Concerned about police near these sites 

Prefer to keep drug use private 

Prefer to inject alone 

Don't want to inject with strangers 

Poor treatment by health care professionals 

¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŦƻǊ ƘŜǊƻƛƴ ǳǎŜǊǎ ƻƴƭȅ 

Other 

Don't know 

Refused 

B7.1 Already have a safe place to inject ς Please provide details: 

__________________________________________ 

B7.2 Prefer to inject at home - Please provide details: 

__________________________________________ 

B7.3 Would depend on where it was located ς Please provide details: 

__________________________________________ 

B7.4  Heard that you have to wait too long to inject- Please provide details: 

__________________________________________ 

B7.5 Need help injecting - Please provide details: 

__________________________________________ 

.тΦс ²ƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǊŜƎƛǎǘŜǊ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǎƛǘŜ ς Please provide details: 

__________________________________________ 

B7.7  Concerned about police near these sites- Please provide details: 

__________________________________________ 

B7.8 Prefer to keep drug use private ς Please provide details: 

__________________________________________ 
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B7.9 Prefer to inject alone - Please provide details: 

__________________________________________ 

B7.10 Don't want to inject with strangers ς Please provide details: 

__________________________________________ 

B7.11 Poor treatment by health care professionals - Please provide details: 

__________________________________________ 

.тΦмн ¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŦƻǊ ƘŜǊƻƛƴ ǳǎŜǊǎ ƻƴƭȅ - Please provide details: 

__________________________________________ 

B7.13 Specify other reason and detail 

__________________________________________ 

If B6= yes 

B8. How often do you think you would use it?  

All injections (100%) 

Most injections (more than 70%) 

Half of my injections (50%) 

Some of my injections (25% to 50%) 

A few of my injections (less than 25%) 

Hardly any of my injections (less than 10%) 

Don't know 

Refused 

B9. Should the supervised injecting facility have access to facilities to allow people to inject only or 

would you like to see smoking/snorting or other types of drug use accommodated?  

Injecting only 

Injecting, smoking only 

Injecting, smoking and snorting only 

Other please specify_____________________ 

B9a Would you use the supervised injecting facility to? 

Inject 

Smoke (glass pipe or foil) 

Snort 

Other 
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B9b Would you like to use the supervised injecting facility 

On your own 

To share drugs with another (one) person (2 people share one lot of drugs) 

To share drugs with a group of people (3 or more share 1 lot of drugs) 

Other 

B10. If a supervised injecting facility were established in the ACT, which area would be the best place 

to have it?  

Civic 

Belconnen 

Gunghalin 

Tuggeranong 

Woden 

Fyshwick 

Weston Creek 

Kingston, Manuka and inner south 

Dickson, Watson, Mitchell and inner north 

Queanbeyan 

Mobile facility 

Other 

Multiple ς if so list locations__________________________________________ 

B10a. Why do you think that the area/s you named would be best? 

Close to my home 

¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ Ǉick up/access drugs 

¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŘǊǳƎ ǳǎŜ ƻŎŎǳǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !/¢ 

Other, specfy_______________________ 

B11. What information/education/advice do you think should be offered at a supervised injecting 

facility? (mark all that apply) 

Injecting vein care advice 

Advice on drug treatment 

Drug and alcohol information 

Drug checking/fentanyl testing results 

Sexual health advice 
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BBV advice/ information 

Other health education 

Peer education 

Advice on skin disorders 

Advice on asthma/chest infection 

Advice on accommodation 

Advice on legal issues 

Advice on finances 

Quit smoking advice/information 

Advice on tourniquet use 

Information on safer injecting 

Advice on injecting technique 

No information provided 

Don't know 

Refused 

B12. Do you think you would want to access other health or social services at a supervised injecting 

facility?  

No 

Yes 

Don't Know 

Refuse to answer 

B12a. What additional health or social services do you think should be offered?  

Drug checking/fentanyl testing service 

Drug Tx - Detox program 

Drug Tx - Buprenorphine treatment (implant or oral specify) 

Drug Tx - Drug and alcohol counselling 

Drug Tx - Methadone maintenance 

Drug Tx - Residential rehabilitation 

Drug Tx -Naltrexone maintenance (specify if oral or implant) 

Drug Tx - Naloxone Training 

Drug Tx ς Counselling 



95 

Drug Tx ς Case management 

Drug Tx ς Peer treatment support 

Drug Tx ς Needle and syringe program 

Consumer Group 

Volunteer Program/opportunities 

Health Care - Medical consultation 

Health Care - Health education 

Health Care - BBV/STI Testing 

Social Welfare - Social Welfare assistance 

Social Welfare - Other counselling 

Social Welfare - Legal advocacy 

Social Welfare ς Housing advocacy 

Social Welfare ς Child and Youth Protection Service (CYPS)  support and advocacy 

Don't know 

Refused 

B13. Are there any other things or services that you think should be offered at a supervised injecting 

facility? 

No 

Yes 

Don't Know 

Refuse to answer 

__________________________________________ 

B13a. What sorts of things or services do you think should be offered? 

NSP access 

Drug checking/fentanyl testing service 

Accessible Toilet 

Client space with tea/coffee, internet, phone services, private space, chillout space 

Private space for consulting with healthcare workers 

Peer treatment support space and case management space 

Nurse station for wound dressing etc. 

Activities/training/education room (arts and crafts, safer injecting/OD prevention workshops, 

consumer participation groups) 














































































































































































































