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Background 

The Illicit Drug Reporting System (IDRS) is a monitoring system identifying trends in illicit drug 

markets that has been conducted in all capital cities of Australia since 2000. 

The IDRS is an ongoing project that has been conducted on an annual basis in Sydney, New 

South Wales since 1996, and in all capital cities of Australia since 2000. The IDRS was 

established to provide a coordinated approach to the monitoring of the use of illicit drugs, in 

particular, heroin, amphetamine, cocaine and cannabis. In order to determine the appropriate 

methodology, a pilot was conducted in Sydney during 1996. As a result of the successful pilot, 

the IDRS was expanded in 1997 to: Sydney, New South Wales; Adelaide, South Australia; and 

Melbourne, Victoria. In 2000, the complete IDRS was conducted in all capital cities in Australia 

for the first time. The IDRS has since been conducted annually across capital cities in Australia. 

The exception to this is QLD, where data are collected in Brisbane and the Gold Coast (and the 

Sunshine Coast in 2014-2016).  

As the purpose of the IDRS was to detect emerging trends in illicit drug use of potential 

national importance, data collection for the IDRS was restricted to capital cities. Capital cities 

contain the major drug markets (e.g., the Melbourne suburb of North Richmond) wherein the 

majority of drug use occurs. As such, it is in these cities that new trends, that may diffuse to 

other areas, are likely to emerge.  

The IDRS monitors the price, perceived purity and perceived availability of heroin, 
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4. Examine participants’ reports of drug-related behaviours (e.g., harm reduction 

behaviours) and harm, including physical, psychological, occupational, social and legal 

harms; and 

5. Identify emerging trends in the illicit drug market that may require further 

investigation. 

Methods 

Since 2000, the sentinel population chosen for interviews has consisted of people who report 

regularly injecting illicit or non-prescribed drugs. The IDRS is primarily concerned with four 

main drug classes: heroin, methamphetamine, cocaine and cannabis.  It also monitors the use 

of pharmaceutical opioids and other drugs, as well as issues related to drug use (e.g., injecting-

related injuries and non-fatal overdose). 

National ethics approval was obtained from the South East Sydney Local Health District 

(SESLHD) Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC). In jurisdictions where the SESLHD HREC 

application and approval was not accepted under the National Mutual Acceptance scheme 

(TAS and NT), approval was obtained from the appropriate ethics committee in that 

jurisdiction. 

In 2024, the Illicit Drug Reporting System (IDRS), falling within the Drug Trends program of 

work, was supported by funding from the Australian Government Department of Health and 

Aged Care under the Drug and Alcohol Program.  

The methodology for the IDRS is kept consistent each year for the purpose of studying trends. 

Given the emergence of COVID-19 and the resulting restrictions on travel and people’s 

movement in Australia (which first came into effect in March 2020), face-to-face interviews 

were not always possible due to the risk of infection transmission for both interviewers and 

participants. For this reason, all methods from 
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national estimates but are not presented individually in jurisdictional tables. Similarly, there is 

no 2023 jurisdictional report for the NT due to the small numbers recruited (n<50).
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Figure 1
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Mann-Whitney U test was run to identify differences between the most recent and preceding 

year for count data. Because the Mann-Whitney U test compares the sample distributions of 

two independent samples that are not normally distributed
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Table 1
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Table 2: Demographic characteristics of the sample, nationally, 2000²2024  

Note.  – data suppressed due to small cell size, i.e., ≤5 but not 0. # until 2019, participants were asked if they identify as gay male or lesbian; from 2019 onwards, participants were asked whether they identify as homosexual. ^ until 2019, participants 

were asked whether they had completed a trade/technical qualification or university/college; from 2019 onwards, participants were able to select either option or both. / not asked. ‘No fixed address’ includes rough sleeping or squatting and couch 

surfing. ~Up until and including 2019, ‘own home’ included private rental and public housing; from 2020 onwards, these have been separated out. Please refer to national report for more details. 
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Limitations  

There are various limitations to these data; key caveats are noted here.  
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