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Introduction 

There is disproportionate representation of people who inject drugs (PWID) in the criminal 

justice system in Australia (1, 2, 3, 4). Given that police are the first point of contact for entry 

into the criminal justice system, understanding the frequency of encounters with police for 

PWID is important. 

In Australia, there are a range of potential outcomes of a drug-related police encounter, and 

not all encounters result in an arrest or charge. Police officers have the discretion to stop people for a drug-

related matter that does not result in arrest and charge, with outcomes including: searching belongings, 

referral to diversion, and/or a warning, caution or a fine. 

The aim of this bulletin is to describe the frequency of drug-related police encounters among a sample of 

people who regularly inject drugs recruited from all Australian capital cities in 2022.  
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Methods 

Data were collected as part of the national Illicit Drug Reporting System (IDRS) in 2022 

(N=879). The IDRS is a sentinel sample of people aged 18 or older who inject illicit drugs on 

a monthly or more frequent basis in the past six months and reside in a capital city in 

Australia. Interviews were conducted predominately via face-to-face surveys as well as 

telephone surveys where COVID-19 restrictions applied. Please refer to the IDRS 

Backgrounds and Methods for further details. 

In 2022, participants of the Illicit Drug Reporting System were asked ‘In the last 12 months, have you had a 

drug-related encounter with police, which has not resulted in charge or arrest?’. Descriptive statistics and 

multi-response analysis were used to analyse the data. Data were analysed in Statistical Package for Social 

Sciences (SPSS). For information regarding the characteristics of the National IDRS sample, please refer to the 

National Illicit Drug Reporting System Report 2022. 

Results 

Figure 1.  Self-reported drug-related encounters with police not resulting in charge/arrest 

in the previous 12 months, by state/territory and nationally 
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DRUG-RELATED POLICE ENCOUNTERS IN THE 

PAST 12 MONTHS 

One third of participants nationally 

reported that they had a drug-

related encounter in the previous 

twelve months that did not result in 

charge and/or arrest. The majority 

of participants reported that they 

had not had a drug-related encounter with police 

that did not result in charge and/or arrest in the 

previous 12 months (67% of the national sample) 

(Figure 1). 

OUTCOMES OF DRUG-RELATED POLICE 

ENCOUNTERS IN THE PAST 12 MONTHS 

Amongst participants who reported a drug-related 

police encounter in the previous 12 months, 43% 

reported that police stopped them and searched 

their belongings; 31% reported that police stopped 

them for questioning; 13% reported that they were 

issued with a caution/warning, 11% reported they 

were issued with a fine/infringement notice; and 

3% reported they were issued with a drug diversion 

(Figure 2).

Figure 2. Self-reported outcomes of drug-related police encounters not resulting in 

charge/arrest 

 

Note. Amongst people who reported that they had a drug-related police encounter in the previous 12 months. Participants could select more than 

one response option. No data labels provided with small cell size (i.e., n≤5 but not 0). 

Discussion 

One third of the national 2022 IDRS sample reported that they had a drug-related police encounter that did 

not result in arrest or charge in the previous 12 months. Understanding the frequency of drug-related 

encounters with police and their outcomes will help to inform further evaluation of the impact of impending 

drug policy changes for people who inject drugs. Furthermore, ongoing monitoring of these trends is 

important to track the impact of policy changes over time. 
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