
OF I L L I C I T  D R U G  
A N D  T H E  U N I T E D

USE IN
ST AT ES

F ollow ing  the  in tro d u c tio n  in  N o v e m b e r  last y e a r  o f  the  N a t io n a l  I l lic it  

D r u g  S trategy ( N ID S )  as a p a r t  o f  the  N a t io n a l  D r u g  S tra tegy (N D S ) , the  

A u stra lia n  C ustom s Service ( C ustom s) established  a n  I l l ic i t  D rugs B ranch  

in  early 1 9 9 8  to coord ina te  the  C ustom s in itia tiv e s  a n n o u n c e d  in  the  

N I D S  a n d  to p ro v id e  p o licy  in  rela tion  to ill ic it  drugs. O n e  o f  the  tasks o f  

th is n ew  B ranch  is to ensure th a t  C ustom s is aw are  o f  the  curren t d ru g  

e n v iro n m e n t in  A u s tra lia  a n d  abroad.

There are growing similarities in the patterns of illicit 
drug use in Australia and the United States (US), 
according to a leading American researcher.

Dr Jane Maxwell, Head of Research for the Texas 
Commission on Alcohol and Drug Abuse, says 
Australia’s ‘island status’ is ceasing to protect it from 
the high volumes of illicit drug imports seen in the US 
and that patterns of US use are likely to be reflected 
more rapidly in Australia.

Dr Maxwell, a recognised authority in the field of 
drug research, received funding under the National Drug 
Strategy to prepare a paper*, in conjunction with the 
Queensland University of Technology, on a comparison 
of patterns of illicit drug use in Australia and the US. *

She presented the paper at a forum organised by the 
Illicit Drugs Branch in Canberra earlier this year

The paper was based on face-to-face interviews and 
questionnaires involving more than 30 000 Americans 
including prisoners and youth detainees.

The Australian research relied on studies such as the 
Australian National Drug Household Survey 1995, 
Australian Drug Trend Report 1996, and surveys of New 
South Wales prisoners and juvenile detainees. The 
surveys examined lifetime drug experience and recent 
drug use.

Dr Maxwell demonstrated two main points:
• there are strong similarities between usage patterns

* ‘Comparison o f patterns o f illicit drug use in Australia and the United States’. Jane Carlisle Maxwell, PhD, National Drug Strategy 
Research Fellow, and Chief o f Research, Texas Commission on Alcohol and Drug Abuse, Austin, Texas; Jeremy Davey, Deputy 
Director, Centre o f Accident Research and Road Safety, Queensland University o f Technology, Brisbane, Australia; with contribution 
by Paul Dillon, Information Officer, National Drug and Alcohol Research Centre, Sydney, Australia.



Dr Maxwell working at the Queensland University o f Technology, Brisbane.

of several illicit drug classes in Australia and the US, 
and

• patterns of substance use and abuse change rapidly 
in the US, and that such trends may flow to 
Australia.

The reasons for these changes were attributed to:

• increasing supplies of drugs

• more sophisticated manufacturing and drug-use 
information on the Internet, and

• changes to dealer targeting tactics that now focus 
more on affluent customers.

The paper covers the most important classes of illicit 
drug including cannabis, stimulants, cocaine, downers, 
heroin, club drugs and hallucinogens and steroids.

While the focus is on illicit drugs, Dr Maxwell’s 
paper demonstrates that alcohol and tobacco, which are 
lawful drugs, have similar use levels and much greater 
community exposure in the US and Australia.

Graph 1 shows that use of alcohol and tobacco is 
more than twice that of marijuana, which is by far the

Graph 1
Lifetime Use in the 1995 General Population Surveys
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most used and abused illicit drug. With the exception of 
marijuana, less than 10 per cent of Australians and 
Americans have had any experience of any class of illicit 
drugs, whereas over two-thirds have used alcohol or 
tobacco.

When only the use of illicit drugs is compared, the 
trends and correlations between Australia and the US 
become very obvious even though the general trend for 
lifetime experiences in Australia is lower (See Graph 2).

Continued over page
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Graph 2

The dominance of marijuana as the most popular 
illicit drug in both countries is clearly evident. Marijuana 
has the greatest exposure in the general community, at 
about 22 times the level of use of heroin in Australia and 
nearly 26 times the level in the US. However, it is the 
social costs associated with heroin and other more 
hard-core drugs that is of greatest concern.

Graph 2 also shows significant differences in cocaine 
and amphetamine use. Australia has tended to be 
sheltered from the cocaine epidemic in the US because 
of supply problems, and the Australian preference for 
amphetamines as the prime ‘upper’ is apparent. Given 
that trends can change rapidly, cocaine abuse remains a 
potential problem for Australia.

Dr Maxwell’s comparisons revealing that lifetime 
experiences with heroin in Australia are greater than the 
US are worrying given the enormous social costs 
associated with its use. An article in The Sydney 
Morning Herald (18 July 1998) quoted Australian 
Bureau of Statistics (ABS) figures which put the value of 
property stolen to support heroin use as high as $1.6 
billion a year.

Across all drugs the recent use trends are also quite 
disturbing, particularly regarding heroin (See Graph 3).

Graph 3

Com parison of Lifetime Illicit Drug Use in the 1995General Population Surveys

Recent surveys show general Australian population 
heroin use is double that of the US. Dr Maxwell states 
this may be due to the increasing purity of Asian heroin 
causing greater levels of addiction.

Fortunately, Australia’s needle exchange programs 
and harm reduction policies have ensured that the AIDS 
problem associated with heroin use in the US has not 
occurred here. In New York City, 46 per cent of AIDS 
cases are due to drug injection. Recent studies of 
Australian AIDS cases have found that approximately 
one to two per cent can be attributed to drug injection.

Perhaps more alarming is that whereas the US tended 
to dominate Australia in lifetime drug experiences in all 
but two classes of drugs (amphetamines and heroin), 
Australia reverses this in a graphic manner when based 
on past year use. Australia dominates four classes and 
dramatically reversing (or increasing for marijuana and 
amphetamines) the proportional difference in the others 
in recent use statistics.

While alcohol recent use drops only slightly from its 
lifetime experience level of about 80 to 70 percent, 
tobacco use halves in the same comparison, from 60 to 
30 per cent for both nations in general. This no doubt 
reflects the recent campaigns aimed at reducing tobacco 
use.

Dr Maxwell’s research also indicates cocaine use is 
on the rise in Australia and this is reflected in her recent 
use figures. She attributes this to user divergence from 
Australia’s well-established marijuana, amphetamines 
and Ecstasy markets.

Dr Maxwell has noted that not only do such trends 
apply across general populations, but across certain 
demographic groups.

For instance, use and abuse of illicit drugs by 
prisoners and youth detainees is similar for both the US 
and Australia. More important to note is that drug use 
and abuse by this group dwarfs that of the general 
population. Graph 4 compares these groups in Australia. 
Graph 4
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For prisoners and youth detainees, lifetime 
experience with heroin is 29 times that of the general 
population, amphetamine seven times greater, and 
marijuana use is double. Unlike the general population 
that reports illicit drug use and abuse rarely above 
10 per cent, prisoners and youth detainees report rates 
of between 28 and 88 per cent.

Dr Maxwell points out that it is necessary to have 
adequate treatment programs in place if this link between 
drug use and involvement in the criminal justice system 
is to be broken.

More worrying is the fact that nearly nine out of 10 
youth detainees, compared to only seven or eight out of 
10 adult prisoners, have had experience with marijuana, 
and over a third with amphetamines.

When Australian youth detainee use is compared to 
Texas youth detainee use the trends are extremely 
similar.



This is a major concern for Australia, because Texas 
youth detainees are more hardcore, having been 
remanded to state prisons for serious offences.

Dr Maxwell makes several other comments about 
illicit drug use. These are referred to in the following 
individual drug classes.

Heroin (sm ack, skag, H, horse, ham m er, ju n k )
• US addicts are smoking and snorting due to purity. 

Australians still mainly injecting with “chasing the 
dragon" becoming more popular as Asian heroin use 
rises.

• Asian heroin most prevalent in Australia with 
Mexican and Columbian dominating the US. Our 
market remains almost exclusively dominated by the 
Vietnamese at distribution level.

• Recent increase in use probably due to price wars in 
the US that are seeing Asian suppliers undercut in 
price and purity -  forcing them to concentrate on 
other (ie. Australia) markets.

• Australian purity ranges from seven to 20 per cent 
standard, but 80 per cent pure heroin has been seized 
in New South Wales.

• Increasing supplies due to opium being seen as a 
cash crop for cash-strapped nations such as some 
former Russian republics.

• Becoming more popular with polydrug users ie. in 
‘speedballs’.

• Customs reports increasing numbers of seizures in 
1997.

Cocaine (coke, sn o w , nose candy, toot)
• Remains the favourite upper in the US.

• Crack cocaine predominates in the US with abundant 
supplies and a well-established user base.

• Supply problem for Australia ie. isolation and 
distance from suppliers.

• Smoking the most common form of administration in 
the US with a history of arrest usual for injectors.

• Intravenous use usual in private and intranasal in 
social settings.

• Use in polydrug cocktails increasing.
• Youth involvement mostly limited to sales and 

distribution.

Cannabis/M arijuana (pot, grass, w e e d , dope)
• High quality marijuana becoming more readily 

available due to the increasing availability and 
decreasing cost of hydroponics.

• In Australia, hybrid forms of marijuana such as 
‘skunk’ have increasing availability. Most have much 
higher THC (main active ingredient) levels such as
12 to 13 per cent compared to a regular five to six 
per cent.

• In the US the most potent form of marijuana is 
sinsemilla with a six to seven per cent THC potency. 
Regular marijuana THC levels in the US are about 
three to four per cent.

• “Bong” or water pipe use the preferred option for 
regular Australian users with “joint” smoking more 
popular in a public setting.

• “Blunts” are a favourite use method in the US.
• “Snowconing” increasing in popularity in both 

nations, particularly amongst younger users.

Continued over page



S t i m u l a n t s
• Amphetamines (speed) most popular upper in 

Australia. Methaphetamines still uncommon.

• Amphetamines readily available with usual purity 
ranging from three to eight per cent. Some seizures 
have been 70 per cent pure (pink champagne).
- Long-distance truck drivers an historical market 

with use rates of 30 to 45 per cent reported for this 
group. Now becoming more readily associated 
with dance and ‘rave’ parties.

- Injection on the increase with some indications of 
users swinging to regular heroin use.

- Large-scale manufacture traditionally dominated 
by motorcycle gangs - using ‘Sudafed’ as the most 
common precursor.

- Increased sexual activity and needle use 
associated with use of amphetamines is a potential 
HIV problem.

• ‘Ice’ (shabu), a potent methamphetamine, is also 
experiencing increased use and is popular amongst 
Asian communities.

• Ephedrine and pseudo-ephedrine, common 
precursors to meth- and amphetamines and 
stimulants in their own right, appear to still have 
limited use. Once common in weight loss and energy 
boosting products where they are mixed with 
caffeine.

• Several recent deaths have been linked to Ecstasy 
(MDMA) use - often as a result of PMA 
(paramethamphetamine) inadvertently being 
produced.

• Adelaide experienced such a problem with PMA 
being sold as Ecstasy -  it has more Ecstasy related 
deaths per capita than anywhere else in the world.

• Lifetime use doubled in Australia from 1993 to 1995. 
Proportion using before age 16 rose from nine per 
cent to 22 per cent over the same period.

• Some needle exchanges estimate that 70 per cent of 
their client base are steroid users.

• 87 per cent of interviewed steroid users reported 
using veterinary products.

• Queensland Police suspect that diversion of 
veterinary steroids, in the form of liquid testosterone, 
may be as great as 80 per cent of total supplies in the 
southern part of that state.

• New South Wales has similar problems with 25 per 
cent rises in veterinary testosterone sales when there 
should be no increase.

• Increase in the use of opiates and amphetamines 
when injecting, to get an extra kick or high.

Club Drugs and H a llu cin o ge n s
• LSD (acid, trips) use still relatively low in both the 

US and Australia.

- Shifting out of the dance and ‘rave’ scene into a 
broader user group as it increases in potency.

- Most often used in polydrug cocktails with 
Ecstasy, amphetamines and cannabis.

S t e r o id s

• GHB (Grievous Bodily Harm or Fantasy) use is on 
the rise with nightclubbers (as a stimulant) and 
bodybuilders (as a weight control drug).

- Over 200 GHB overdoses reported in Sydney in 
1997.

• PCP (Phencyclidine) is also readily available - often 
sprinkled on marijuana or used as a dipping agent for 
blunts or cigarettes.
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D ow ners (R o h y p n o l)
• Often seen as a gateway to harder drugs and other 

drug combinations.

• Rohypnol most common.

• Known as the ‘date-and-rape’ drug. However use of 
the drug in this manner appears limited at this time.

• Most common abuse is by heroin users who inject it 
as a ‘comedown’ drug after a binge.

D iscla im e r
The figures, claims and statements made relate 

directly to the work of Dr Jane Maxwell. Her work is the 
compilation of many different studies that have different 
interviews, focuses and target groups. Additionally the 
research trends reported relate to the period 1993 to 
1997. Such trends and comparisons may not actually be 
representative of the present.

G lossary of Term s
Chasing the Dragon inhaling the smoke of 

burning heroin.

Polydrug use of multiple drugs at once 
ie. topping marijuana with 
cocaine or heroin.

Speedballs simultaneous injection of 
heroin and cocaine.

Crack cocaine powder cocaine mixed with 
baking soda and cooked 
into small rocks for smoking 
in a pipe.

Blunts Casing of a cheap cigar with 
the tobacco removed and 
replaced with marijuana. 
Often laced with PCP or 
dipped in formaldehyde 
(embalming fluid). Equals 
about four joints.

Snowconing Smoking a bong filled with 
cannabis and topped with 
another drug such as heroin, 
amphetamines or crushed 
benzodiazepines.

Ice (Shabu) a long-lasting, extremely 
pure form of 
methamphetamine.

Upper any drug which has 
euphoric effects. Uppers 
include amphetamines and 
cocaine.

Downer any drug with a sedative or 
depressive effect.

Lifetime experience any use, not necessarily 
continued, within the lifetime 
of the surveyed person, of 
any of the relevant drug 
classes. For instance, one 
use of amphetamines in 1974 
is included as a lifetime 
experience.

Recent Use any use, not necessarily 
frequent or continued, 
within the last year, by the 
person being surveyed.
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