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Introduction

Use and possession of illicit drugs is a criminal offence in all Australian jurisdictions, with the potential to attract a wide range of, mainly criminal,
sanctions. Other responses include diversion programs, whereby individuals are diverted away from criminal justice sanctions. Police drug diversion
programs exist in all eight jurisdictions for the use and/or possession of cannabis, via either civil penalty or cautioning schemes [1]. Most
jurisdictions also provide diversion programs for the use/possession of other illicit drugs, although the use of infringement notices (i.e., monetary
fine), varies across jurisdictions. Given the recent decriminalisation of drugs in Canberra, which allows police to issue fines for the possession of
small quantities of illicit drugs, and growing support for decriminalisation across Australia, this bulletin aimed to examine the experiences of drug-
related fines among a national sample of people who inject drugs recruited from capital cities.

Using data from the 2023 lllicit Drug Reporting System (N=820), we found that:
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% Amongst those who received an infringement notice in the 12 months preceding interview and commented (n=48), the most common
drugs in possession were methamphetamine (42%), followed by cannabis (33%) and heroin (23%).

Discussion

Few participants reported receiving a drug-related fine in the past year, however, the median amount of the fine was high ($458.50), particularly
considering the average median weekly income of this population ($400) [2]. Further, almost half of those who reported receiving an infringement
notice reported incurring additional fees (median: $200) as a result of not paying the fine on time. This is broadly consistent with existing research
which shows that fines can have a disproportionate impact on the lives of people experiencing social and financial disadvantage [3], with unpaid
fines often incurring additional penalties, resulting in an accumulating debt [4]. This is a potential unintended consequence of
decriminalisation/diversion models that should be taken into consideration. In many jurisdictions, police have the discretion to issue cautions for
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cannabis-related use/possession offences, and/or individuals have the option of attending an approved education/intervention sessioi in iieu of
paying a fine - we would argue that these options be made available in all jurisdictions for all small quantity use/possession drug offences.
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