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To establish, maintain, and continuously improve monitoring of trends in illicit drug use, harms, 
and markets across Australia

National 
Monitoring: 

Secondary Data

Jurisdictional 
Monitoring: 

Secondary Data

Sentinel Sample 
Monitoring Online Monitoring

Mortality Data
Drug-induced deaths 

from registry and coronial 
data

Hospitalisation 
Data

Drug-induced 
hospitalisations

Other Sources
Household survey, 
treatment data etc

Various sources 
assessing drug use and 
harms at the population-
level (e.g., emergency 

department 
presentations) and 

subpopulation level (e.g., 
needle-syringe program 

visits)

Illicit Drug 
Reporting System 

(IDRS)
Ecstasy and 
Related Drug 

Reporting System 
(EDRS)

Annual interviews with 
people who inject drugs 

(IDRS) and who use 
stimulants (EDRS)

Cryptomarket
Data

Scraping listings on 
darknet drug markets

Analytical reports

Input from researchers, national stakeholders, and jurisdiction stakeholders to inform 
priority research questions
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Drug-induced 
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IDRS and EDRS interview samples, 2019
Key Caveats

Findings do not 
represent drug use in 

the general 
population, nor 

trends in 
regional/remote 

areas

People report what 
they think the 

substance was (no 
objective data on 
actual contents)

Need to be 
interpreted in context 
of other data sources

IDRS (N=902) EDRS (N=797)

Eligibility 
criteria:

• People who regularly inject illicit 
drugs residing in capital cities

• People who regularly use 
ecstasy or other stimulants 
residing in capital cities

Interviewed: • May-July 2019 • April-July 2019

Demographics:

• Mostly male (68%) and middle-
aged (median 43 years)

• Mostly male (60%) and young 
(median 22 years old)

• Majority unemployed (88%) • Majority studying (45%) and/or 
employed (73%)

• Homelessness/unstable housing 
high (9%)

• Few homeless or in unstable 
housing (1%)

• History of incarceration high 
(62%) 

• History of incarceration lower 
(5%) 

• Two in five (41%) currently in 
drug treatment

• Few in drug treatment (6%)



TOP 10
‘DRUG

TRENDS’ 
OF 2019 
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Past six month cocaine use in the sample who use ecstasy 
(EDRS) and who inject drugs (IDRS)

7%
of cocaine consumers in EDRS 

reported weekly or more 
frequent use
(7% in 2018)

70% 
of cocaine consumers in EDRS 

said cocaine was ‘easy’ or ‘very 
easy’ to obtain 
(62% in 2018)
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Other indicators of cocaine use, markets and harms

ACIC (2019) Illicit Drug Data Report

41
drug-induced deaths involved 

cocaine in 2017
(Chrzanowska et al., 2019)

1.3%
Of closed drug treatment episodes in 
2017/18 where cocaine/MDMA was 
cited as principal drug of concern 

(AIHW, 2019)

1.7%
Of drug-related hospital separations  
in 2017/18 – a small but increasing 

trend from 2010-11
(Drug Trends, 2019)
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Past six month hallucinogen use in the sample who use ecstasy
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Ketamine LSD

<5 days 
use in the past six 
months (median)

Harm reduction
• Avoid alcohol 
• Avoid driving
• Safe setting 

• Urinary tract issues
https://www.dancewizensw.org.au/resources/ketamine

https://www.drugsand.me/en/drugs/ketamine/

↑39%

25%
27%

33%
↑68%

84%

17%

ACT: 
33%

“Have you used ketamine 
in the past six 
months?”

https://www.dancewizensw.org.au/resources/ketamine
https://www.drugsand.me/en/drugs/ketamine/
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Past six month e-cigarette use in the sample who use ecstasy 
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Median 10 days
of e-cigarette use in the past six 

months in the EDRS sample
(5 days 2018, 167 days 

tobacco)

EDRS:
16% nicotine and cannabis

69% nicotine
3% cannabis
11% neither 

IDRS sample who use e-
cigarettes more likely to report 

use as a smoking cessation tool 
than EDRS sample

(Sutherland et al., 2016)
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Past six month use of illicit/non-prescribed opioids in the 
sample who inject drugs (IDRS)
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“Have you used heroin in the past six 
months?”

62%

<5%

28%

↑63%

82%

85%

15%

ACT: 
77%

9% codeine
7% tramadol

<1% tapentadol



Opioid-induced deaths in Australia, 1997-2017

Chrzanowska et al. (2019)

Drugs deemed 
contributory in opioid-
induced deaths in 2017 

(n=1153):

• 56% benzodiazepines
• 32% antidepressants
• 19% antipsychotics
• 16% alcohol
• 7% pregabalin

2018 findings to be 
released November 

2019 
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Naloxone knowledge and training in the sample who inject 
drugs (IDRS)

“Have you been trained in naloxone 
administration?”

33%

19%

8%

↑27%

↑40%

51%

<5%

ACT: 
45%



Overdose and naloxone use in the sample who inject drugs (IDRS)

3 in 20 participants 
reported an opioid overdose in the past year (15%)

1 in 20 participants 
had been resuscitated with naloxone by somebody trained through the take-home naloxone program (4%)

9 in 20 participants 
who had completed the take-home naloxone program had used naloxone to resuscitate someone (47%)
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Service engagement in the sample who use ecstasy (EDRS) 
and who inject drugs (IDRS)

6% 
Currently in drug treatment

33%
Had seen a mental health professional 

in the past 12 months
57% of the total sample reported a mental health 

problem

57%
Had a sexual health check in the past 

12 months
35% of those who had penetrative sex reported 

sex without a barrier where they did not know the 
HIV/STI status of their partner

41% 
Currently in drug treatment

31%
Had seen a mental health professional 

in the past 12 months
47% of the total sample reported a mental health 

problem

46%
Had a sexual health check in the past 

12 months
19% of those who had penetrative sex reported 
penetrative sex without a barrier where they did 

not know the HIV/STI status of their partner

Sample who inject drugs Sample who use ecstasy
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Modes of purchasing in the sample who use ecstasy (EDRS)

82%
Face-to-

face

73%
Social 

networking 
sites

10%
Darknet 
market

5%
Surface 

web 
market

“In what ways did you arrange the 
purchase of illicit or non-prescribed 

drugs in the past 12 months?”

“How have you received illicit or 
non-prescribed drugs in the past 

12 months?”

98%
Face-to-

face

12%
Post

10%
Collection 

point

“In the last 12 months, did you 
purchase drugs on the surface 

or darknet that you then 
supplied to others?”

60%
supplied 
to others
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Ecstasy use in the past six months
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Pills
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Capsules
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Any
ecstasy

Note. Participants were recruited on the basis of ecstasy use until 2013, when the eligibility criterion was 
expanded across all jurisdictions to include any regular illicit stimulant use.  

Capsules
↑ days of use (median 8 days)

↓ median price ($20)
↑ perceived availability (92% 

easy/very easy)

Median pills in a 
typical session

Median capsules in a 
typical session

Median pills in a 
maximum session

Median capsules in a 
maximum session



Polysubstance use and other behaviours in the sample who 
use ecstasy (EDRS)

“What other drugs 
did you use on 
your last occasion 
of stimulant use?”

87%
used various strategies to 

minimise harms last time they 
used ecstasy or related drugs

Last time they used ecstasy 
or a related drug:

• 26% searched the drug 
online

• 27% searched online for info 
about drug interactions

• 22% used vitamin 
supplements

• 61% obtained information 
from others who had used 
the same batch

• 17% used a test dose
• 61% spread out doses
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Music festivals and drug use in the sample who use ecstasy

7 in 10 EDRS participants 
had attended an Australian music festival in the last year (68%)

93% 
Had used an illicit drug at their last music festival (83% alcohol)

5% 
Thought they needed medical help following illicit drug use last time

2%
Sought medical help



Awareness of health and policing initiatives at festivals in the 
sample who use ecstasy
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Drug checking in the sample who use ecstasy (EDRS) and 
who inject drugs (IDRS) 

1 in 10 IDRS participants 
had ever tested their drugs (11%; 

6% in the past year) 

4 in 10 EDRS participants 
had ever tested their drugs (45%; 

36% in the past year)

71% 
Personal testing kit last time

87% 
Personal testing kit last time



Drug checking in the sample who use ecstasy (EDRS)
Expected 

but did not 
detect 
MDMA 
(n=13)*

Expected 
and 

detected 
MDMA 
(n=134)

Used the 
tested drug 46% (6) 95% (127)

Did not use 
the tested 
drug

31% (4) 3% (4)

Reported 
results to 
peers/forums

54% (7) 31% (42)

Still have the 
drug and 
plan to use in 
future

15% (2) 8% (11)

Note. Participants could endorse multiple responses. *small number  

To consider:
• Qualitative information = 

people want information
• Low cost

• Low tech expertise
• Can legally purchase

However:
• Detecting adulterants / 

dose
• Subjective interpretation
• Harm reduction advice 

from drug checking 
services



New reports



New bulletins



Other findings
Breakout session: Drug Trends and Emerging Drugs of Concern
• Rachel Sutherland: Pregabalin use among people who inject drugs
• Daisy Gibbs: Illicit drug use in prisons by people who inject drugs
• Anant Mathur: Recent trends in illicit drugs available on darknet marketplaces

Posters:
• Daisy Gibbs: HCV cascade of care among people who inject drugs
• Toni Karlsson: Crystal methamphetamine and use of commercial ball pipes
• Julia Uporova: Driving after using alcohol and drugs and roadside testing
• Agata Chrzanowska: Trends in drug-related hospitalisations in Australia, 1999-2018
• Jared Brown: Alkyl nitrites – a rush on poppers



For further information

Contact us 
drugtrends@unsw.edu.au 

Website 
https://ndarc.med.unsw.edu.au/program/
drug-trends 
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@NDARCNEWS #DrugTrends @ndarcunsw

Subscribe to our newsletter
https://tinyurl.com/y8g5y7t9 

Download our reports
https://ndarc.med.unsw.edu.au/progra
m/drug-trends 
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